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Let our resident legal expert fight your fight 


If you have a gripe with a company, 
a compliment for one, or even a 
suggestion for future Campaign 
topics, we want to hear from you. 

To help us help you, please include 
all appropriate reference/serial 
numbers and your full contact details. 
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While the small print wasn’t 
actually misleading, Time could 
have made it clearer that their 
modem was tied to a specific 
ISP - they've now done this. 
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Roger Gann investigates a Time machine that wont go online, 
and finds Dabs.com wanting in the customer services department 


A Time-limited offer 
Phillip Foxley contacted us with a 
problem he had setting up a friends 
PC bought from Time Computers. 

He wrote: “I was asked by a friend 
to help her set up a new Time PC for 
the Internet. This actually puzzled me, 
as she is normally very capable in this 
respect. The first thing | noticed was 
the absence of Internet Explorer, so 
after searching for her XP disk, this was 
duly installed. After about 30 minutes 
trying unsuccessfully to go online and 
triple-checking the hardware, DUN, and 
other settings, | realised that the only 
DUN that the PC would recognise was 
that belonging to the pre-loaded 
Internet browser called SupaNet, 
which connected immediately, 

‘After calling the Time/SupaNet 
support line at their extortionate rate, | 
was informed that the PCs modem was 
locked to the SupaNet network, and 
this couldn't be changed until we signed 
up to its online 
‘Classic’ package. 
The modem could 
then be unlocked 
and programmed 
to accept other 
DUN numbers 
and settings. 

“My point is, that 
although this online 
package Is free, 
what right does 
Time have to make 
every effort to lock 
its customers into 
its own deal’ with a 
third-party network, to the exclusion of 
all other choices? Even Microsoft, with 
its embedded utility philosophy, will 
allow other packages free access 
once they'e installed. | feel that this is 
extremely bad practice in principle, and 
| wondered if your readers are aware of 
this, or if any other PC suppliers have 
adopted the same approach? 
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Phillip’s letter raises a 
couple of interesting points. The first 
is that, no matter how unpleasant 
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you might find it, Time Computers 
can fit whatever kit it likes to the PCs 
it sells. So long as the goods aren't 
misdescribed, are fit for their purpose 
and work properly, then no law has 
been broken — it's all down to 
‘caveat emptor’ and letting the buyer 
beware. If you look closely at the 
description on the Time web site, 

it describes the modem option as 
‘Dedicated high-speed SupaNet 
optimised 56K modem’, which is 


just about enough to cover any 
mis-description claims. 

However, that description doesn't 
make it plain that the modem is, in 
fact, tied to the SupaNet ISP and is 
programmed to ignore all other dial- 
up numbers — I certainly wouldn't 
infer that severe limitation from 
the terse description given. | think 
Time ought to make the modem 
description less ambiguous, perhaps 
replacing ‘optimised’ with ‘restricted’, 
and make it crystal-clear that you 
can only use it to connect to one ISP 

So you have no comeback 
against Time Computers. And a quick 
spot of googling reveals that Time 
Computers and SupaNet have had 
business connections going back 
some way. According to The Register, 
SupaNet is effectively the house ISP 
of Time Group, with which it shares 
ownership through the Mohammed 
family, the owners of Time. | believe 
that SupaNet supplies the modems 
to Time, either for free or below cost, 
as a kind of subsidised loss-leader, 
hence the understandable restriction 
on which ISP you can dial. 

Two final points. First, don't tell 
anyone, but you can actually get 
round this restriction fairly easily. You 


can try uninstalling and reinstalling 

the modem using generic Conexant 

HSF drivers. You can download these 

from Www. conexant.com/support/ 

md_ driverassistance.html. 
Secondly, modems have become 

commoditised to such a degree 

that these days you can pick up 

a Conexant V.90 soft modem for 

less than a tenner from places like 

Dabs.com. So why bother generating 

grey hairs and ulcers when the 

stress-free solution is so cheap? 


Since writing this 
month's column, l'm happy to report 
that Time has now done the decent 
thing and amended its somewhat 
misleading modem description to 
‘Internet Access: Supanet Internet 
Access Preloaded’, which is now 
pretty unambiguous. 


Dabs stuff 


The most common problem that 

crops up in Campaign doesn't involve 
hardware; by and large modern 
hardware is very reliable. The biggest 
gripe tends to be either poor order 
fulfilment or poor after-sales service. 

It seems to me that most vendors 
depend on every single transaction 
going perfectly smoothly, but actually 
fail to provide adequate customer 
relationship resources, mainly staff, to 
ensure that this happens. Most big 
vendors operate truly slick and efficient 
order fulfilment systems, which are fab 
when they work, but woe betide the 
customer if any minor mishap occurs; 
the chances are it won't be efficiently 
dealt with. Dabs.com is a case In point. 
I've actually had good dealings with it 
over the years, but some of our readers 
have come unstuck big-time dealing 
with it. Take Darren Sharman. 

He wrote: “I purchased a processor 
and mobo from Dabs on 9 September 
2003. Shortly after receiving the items, 
they both failed. So | returned them, 
and Dabs responded that | was due a 
refund of £469. Strangely Dabs refunded 
the mobo (£132) but didn't refund the 
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processor (a 3GHz P4c, so not cheap!). 
A few emails later Dabs admitted that 
they had had a problem with credit 
card refunds, and that they‘ sort it out. 
| waited a while longer. Still nothing. So 
| emailed Dabs again. | was told that 
their credit card department would look 
into it, but here | am, several emails 
later, still waiting for a refund, and their 
customer support people are basically 
ignoring my requests for information. 

I'd like it if you guys at PC Plus could 
ask Dabs exactly what the problem is, 
and why theyre being so slow to make 
the additional refund. | can only hope 
that they will respond to you. 


Darren's long string 
of emails to Dabs makes for painful 
reading — each one is answered 
with a ‘we're looking in to it’ kind 
of response. But nothing actually 
was done about it for about a 
month, which is poor. We contacted 
Dabs.com for a response. 


Due to a technical problem 
between Dabs.com and our banker, 
some payments/refunds processed 
on 9 September 2003 failed. Although 
Dabs.com has fervently progressed 
this issue, failed payments and 
refunds weren't resolved by our 
banker until 10 October. We 
understand the frustration Mr 
Sharman has experienced, and, 
although we did inform him of the 
problem, acknowledge that we 
should have kept him more fully 
appraised of developments. For 
this, we offer our sincere apologies. 


It would have been 
better if Dabs had offered, as well 
as ‘sincere apologies’, to pay for the 
interest charges Darren will have 
incurred for the £337 he was forced 
to finance on his plastic while Dabs 
inept bankers get their act together. 
Or am I being unfair? Dabs, you get 
a C minus — must try harder! 

But wait, there's more! John 
Burt has also had a bad time in his 
dealings with Dabs. 


He writes: “At the beginning of 2003 
| ordered an ADSL modem for my sister. 
It failed in November, fortunately while | 


was visiting. When | returned home 

| went to the Dabs site, but | had 
difficulties finding out how to get a 
returns number. Theres no longer a 
telephone number on the site, except 
for sales! | wrote with appropriate 
details — only to be asked three times 
to provide even more details. Even 
after | copied the original invoice to 
them they still asked that | yet again 
describe the fault before they finally 
gave me a returns number — | was 
threatening legal action by then. 

And yes, you guessed, the modem 
would have to go for ‘testing and 
repair, because we had kept it too 
long to get a replacement, and it would 
take six weeks. So my sister would be 
without Internet access for six weeks 
— while still paying her monthly fee. 
| bought her another modem — but 
not from Dabs! 

I've pointed out to Dabs that the 
quest to be cheapest at the expense 
of customer care will eventually result 
in ‘no Dabs’. 


Again, we forwarded 
John's complaints to Dabs.com. 


Dabs.com’s returns procedure 
for faulty goods outside of 28 days 
since purchase is outlined on our 
web site at www.dabs.com/uk/ 
help/returnsandwarranties/repairs 
_and_replacements.htm. 

While were sorry to hear that Mr 
Burt's sister has been inconvenienced 
by the fault, it can indeed take up 
to six weeks for a faulty product 
to be repaired and returned. In order 
to facilitate the repair, Dabs.com’s 
customer service team do try to 
obtain some basic information about 
the nature of the fault, in order 
to speed up the process for the 
customer. In this instance, it seems 
we didn't handle this well, and we of 
course offer of our apologies for this. 


Forgive me if I 
repeat myself, but Dabs’ grasp of its 
obligations under consumer law is 
seriously lacking. Since March of last 
year, the EU directive on distance 
selling has been in force and, put 
simply, where there's a dispute, the 
onus now shifts from the customer 
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At last, a good guy! Just when we were beginning to think that great 
customer service was going out of fashion, Evesham rides to the rescue. 


For some odd reason, Evesham Technology seems to think that the PC 
Plus Campaign column goes out of Its way to single it out for public 
humiliation, but this assumption is completely wrong. If | get a complaint 
about shoddy service then it doesnt matter who the vendor is, | pursue 
that complaint, whether they crop up in the Campaign column every 
month or not. Its that simple. So it gives me some pleasure to assuage 
Evesham's corporate paranoia by nominating it for the Campaign Good Guy 
of the month award, courtesy of PC Plus reader W Lim, who writes: “I just 
wanted to share my experience of Evesham's excellent customer service 
with everyone. I'd just bought a new Evesham Axis 64 PC (the PC Plus 
performance winner from the group test Feb 2004!) without the supplied 
monitor, because | already had a decent 19in monitor. When | received it, 
| realised that the Radeon 9800SE AIW card actually had no D-Sub output 
connector, so | couldn't connect up my monitor to the PC! Frustratedly, | 
wrote to the MD of Evesham, commenting on the lack of connectors 
supplied. Within one hour, | received a reply from his assistant saying he 
had read the email and, although the system isn't supplied with a DVI— 
Analogue converter as standard, they were going to send me one anyway, 
as a gesture of goodwill. I've now received the adaptor, and can enjoy my 
new Athlon PC! It just goes to show that Evesham’ dedication to customer 
care comes from the very top, and | would recommend them to anyone!” 


to prove the goods were faulty to the 
vendor, who now has to prove that 
the goods were not faulty for a 
period of six months after purchase. 
So Dabs, not the manufacturer, is 
responsible for the defective goods it 
sells for six months, not one. Within 
this period, customers are within 
their rights to insist on a refund or 

a replacement; they don't have to be 
fobbed off with a ‘repair’ either! PCP 
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Paul Grosse 
paul.grosse @futurenet.co.uk 


Over the years, Paul has had 
over 60 computer security 
white papers published, both in 
the UK and the USA 


identity 


Biometrics was once the stuff of science fiction, but Paul Grosse 
reveals it's not just becoming science fact, but a part of daily life 


to biological data; these days the term is widely 

used to refer to the use of measurable, physical 
characteristics, or personal behavioural traits, to verify 
the identity of a particular individual. The practice has 
been around for a very long time - substantially longer 
than the computer. Early civilisations differentiated 
between known criminals and other citizens by 
introducing characteristics, in the form of brands or 
tattoos. More recently, policemen with extraordinary 
visual memories were used to pick out known offenders, 
although these days the invention of photography has 
provided a means of identification that everybody can 
relate to. The main problem with using photographs, 
as opposed to relying on memory, is that a person has 
to scan through many images in order to make the 
comparison. In the case of memory, you're tapping into 
the vast power of the human brain’s neural network, 
which provides parallel computing power and algorithms 
that even today we can still only guess at. 

While fingerprints and thumbprints were used on clay 
tables and seals in ancient Babylon and China, it was a 
doctor in 14th Century Persia who observed that no two 
fingerprints were exactly the same. In 1882 Sir Francis 
Gaulton published a book on fingerprints and, 10 years 
later, Juan Vucetich, an Argentinian police official, made 
the first criminal fingerprint identification, establishing 
the identity of a murderer from a fingerprint found in 
a blood stain. By the beginning of the 20th Century, 
fingerprints were beginning to be widely used to identify 
offenders. Superficially, fingerprints are little more than 
a grey blob, with no significant outstanding features. 
Viewed close up however, they're a mass of distinguishing 


B iometrics is the application of statistical analysis 
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Fingerprint readers are starting to replace traditional user 
IDs and passwords in controlling access to sensitive data. 


features, including ridge endings, bifurcations and other 
minutiae, all waiting for someone to write an algorithm 
for differentiating between them. 

One other pre-computing example of biometrics that’s 
worthy of note is the work of Alphonse Bertillon, a French 
anthropologist who, around the 1870s, devised a system 
of measuring and recording the dimensions of particular 
bony parts of the human body, which were then reduced 
to a formula, which in theory could only apply to one 
person, and which would remain relatively unchanged 
throughout that person’s adult life. Bertillon’s system 
was accepted for around 30 years, until it wrongly 
identified one half of a set of identical twins. 
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The three above methods - face identification, 
fingerprints and bone measurements - all demonstrate, 
with some limitations, the four key requirements of 
biometrics. They're reasonably unique to each individual, 
virtually everybody has the features from which the 
measurements are taken, the features are fairly permanent 
throughout a significant, important proportion of the 
individual's life, and they're all measurable. There’s 
one other factor to consider though. Bertillon’s system 
was particularly intrusive, and relied entirely on having 
a captive subject to measure, whereas facial recognition 
can be performed at a distance, and without the user 
necessarily being aware of what’s going on. This gives 
us another parameter by which we can assess any 
particular biometric method. The big question now is: 
what is the best characteristic to measure? 

As humans, we already recognise or identify people 
using face, voice, signature and gait. We can extend 
this list with computer peripheral-based analysis of 
fingerprints, facial thermograms, hand profiles, hand 
thermograms, hand veins, the iris and retina, and lip 
and ear geometry, to name but a few. While some of 
these technologies are still in the developmental stage, 
others have not only become a reality, but have become 
a common feature of ID systems. 


Biometric systems aren't 
necessarily infallible. An 

iris recognition program that 
doesn't look for twitches, but 
instead looks at ‘redeye’ can 
be fooled by a high-quality 
print with a hole in it held 
against a real eye. A 
capacitance fingerprint 
detector will accept a greasy 
print that has been breathed 
upon. Being aware of these 
weaknesses enables you to 
guard against them. 





Faces are picked out in a crowd from only a small image 
area. Identification and tracking then becomes automatic. 


visually, and it became obvious that they were different. 

The computer needs to be able to take an image, 
identify the points, or look at the spatial relationship 
between ridges, and finally come up with a profile, which 
can then be stored in a database. The police will collect 
a fingerprint by dusting and lifting it from a crime scene. 
For those that need to control access to computers or 
data, or areas of the workplace, there are various ways 
of collecting a fingerprint and processing it. One method 
is to shine a light at the underside of a piece of plastic 
while the finger is being pressed on to it. Where the finger 
is in contact with the plastic, light passes through the 
plastic/finger interface, otherwise it’s reflected internally 
(total internal reflection). This provides an image of the 
fingerprint, but these detectors are bulky, and they can 
also be fooled using a variety of methods. 

Flat, semiconductor detectors can overcome some of 
these shortcomings by measuring a variety of attributes 
such as capacitance (the amount of electricity it takes to 
charge the air to a given voltage is different to a volume 
of space occupied by a feature in a fingerprint), pressure, 
and heat. Some detectors will even work under water. 
Capacitance detectors are used in mouse and other USB- 


Fingerprints 

Fingerprints are unique, but they’re also packed with 
information called ‘minutiae’ that could clog up even 
the most well-intentioned database. With this in mind, 


nes j : in 1918 Edmond Locard 
Fingerprints are unique, but they're wrote that if 12 of these 
also packed with information that minutiae were common 
could clog up even the most 


to two fingerprints, then 
this should be sufficient 
well-intentioned database.” 


to provide a positive 
identification. While a 


Hand profiling is being adopted 
as a employee time-keeping 
application; the technology 

is difficult to deceive. 





minimum requirement is defined in a lot of countries, 
it isn’t in others. Recently, in the UK, a policewoman 
was suspended when her fingerprint was ‘identified’ by 
a number of points from a print at a crime scene, only 
to be reinstated when the two prints were inspected 


Acceptance at work and at home 


based PC peripherals to log on and protect files - a quick 
look around the Derby computer and electronics shops 
revealed several on sale for less than £50. 

A few years ago, it was recognised that you didn’t even 
need to have a detector the size of the fingertip — just a 
small strip of the same semiconductor technology would 


Biometrics is often seen as ‘Big Brother’ technology, and getting users to accept it can be difficult 


There are many instances of new 
technology being implemented in the 
workplace without the workforce being 
adequately briefed about it first, leading 
to a backlash, and 

mass rejection of the 
technology. The big 
problem with biometrics 
is that it's seen as ‘Big 
Brother’ spying on the 
workers, looking at 
everything that happens 
and taking notes of 
names and times. 

There are two main 
areas where biometrics 
are, or can be, of use in 
the workplace: for 
controlling access to 
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buildings, systems and data, and for 
time-keeping. Fingerprint readers and 
iris scanners have already made it into 
the office in the area of data security, 
as a more secure alternative to user IDs 
and passwords. If anything, it’s more 
convenient for the user to place their 
finger on a sensor to log on to a system 
than to have to type in a username and 
password. The advantages of doing 
away with passwords are clear — if 
there isn't one then it can’t be forgotten, 
or fall into the wrong hands. 

As for clocking-in, staff typically have 
to use a smartcard of some description, 
or fill in timesheets. For the devious, 
either system is open to abuse. Workers 
can clock in for other workers because 
cards can be easily passed around, and 


timesheets can be filled in with the 
wrong times. Equally, honest mistakes 
could lead to cards becoming mixed 
up, or incorrect times being entered. 

A biometric clocking-in device, such 
as the hand geometry machine pictured 
on the left, or a vein-reading machine, 
works by the subject typing a PIN and 
then presenting their hand. I've had 
experience of both systems, and they're 
very easy to use. The hand geometry 
machine requires you to press against 
a post with your index and forefingers, 
while other posts keep your hand in 
a particular arrangement. Both these 
systems are very difficult to abuse 
and, as there are no cards to lose, or 
timesheets to process, administration 
costs are reduced. E 
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Using structured light, 3D images of faces are analysed in real 
time. This technology is suitable for building access control. 


be enough. Instead of presenting an area roughly 11mm 
by 14mm, they’re only a few millimetres deep; smaller 
detectors are easier to manufacture, use less materials, 
and occupy less space. To use them, you put your finger 
on the detector and drag it across, so the detector gets to 
scan the whole print. Full fingerprint and strip detectors 
have been incorporated into smartcards, which store user 
data on them. Users can enroll both their thumb and 
forefinger, so that they don’t need to remember which 
way to hold the card when they’re using it. 


Face 

Face recognition technology falls into two categories: 
Two-dimensional images, and 3D images which can be 
captured by special detection equipment. The police have 
been looking at us with CCTV cameras for a long time 
now; all of Derby’s central streets, and its bus station, for 
example, are covered by all-seeing black eyes. However, 
instead of using a human (as is the case at the moment) 
to look for and track suspicious characters on monitors, 
its possible to get a computer to analyse the CCTV 
images, by identifying the position of key facial features. 
Using several frames, a 3D picture can be built up, 
generating an electronic profile which can then be 
compared against a database. The technology to identify 
people in crowds already exists, with a required image 
size of around 20x30 pixels. 

The hardware for 3D facial recognition in a controlled 
environment (for example, that used for authentication) 
can consist of several cameras which construct a 3D map 
of the user, in a similar way to how CCTV cameras create 
a 2D image. Another way of constructing the map is to 
use structured infra-red light, which shines on the subject 
while a camera, offset by several inches, picks up the 
distortions in the reflected light and compiles the image 
from this. The maps that are derived in this way are made 
in real time, and are quite impressive. As you move your 
face around in the beam, you can see how it picks out 
detail, and if the user is enrolled on the system, they’re 
identified within a fraction of a second. 


Eye 

The eye is rich in biometric data, both at the front (the 
iris), and the back (the retina). From birth, the iris is 
ripped and torn until the age of around six months, by 
which time its structure has stabilised. This structure 
then becomes permanent, and will only start to degrade 
around ten minutes after death. Similarly, the blood 
vessels of the retina are virtually permanent, with only 
disease changing them. 

Just a few years ago, the science of iris recognition 
was still in its infancy, and required the use of expensive 
and cumbersome equipment, but these days there are 
desktop iris recognition peripherals available for around 
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Developing the technology 


Think of an attribute, select an input technology, and then 
develop the software for distinguishing between individuals 


The fingerprint technology that we take 
for granted today didn't just happen. 
Somebody had to devise a way for the 
software to see the minutiae, select the 
appropriate ones and then create a 

user profile from them that would be 
reproducible, and contain sufficient detail 
to make it unique. The same goes for iris 
recognition, and both these features can be 
rotated to some extent, so any algorithm 
has to take account of this. 

Another important point is how involved 
the user has to be for the system to be 
effective. For access, the user knows that 
he needs to comply with the ID process, 
but for the purposes of surveillance, they 
should not be aware that they are being 
scrutinised. For a lip print to be analysed, 
the subject would have to present his/her 
lips to a sensor, and ‘kiss’ it, which would 
involve total co-operation, and, for many 
people, a great deal of embarrassment. Ear 
geometry could be recorded at a distance 
of several metres, but if the data was being 
used as surveillance, the ear could be 
obscured by a hat or hair. 

For surveillance of streets, 2D face 
recognition and 3D information derived 
from this can be used for identification 
purposes. For controlled and restricted 
areas such as airport aprons, the emphasis 
is on knowing who everybody is, so that 
anybody who's not known to the system 
stands out. Distances of several hundred 
metres can also be involved in such an 





Optical gait recognition is in development, 
although radar-based gait recognition is 
the more promising technology. 


environment, so the face may be too small 
to be viable for recognition purposes. 

You can, to some extent, tell who 
somebody is from the way they walk, and 
optical gait recognition is currently being 
developed, with a view to using it in such 
restricted areas — anybody not recognised 
could be investigated further. A problem 
with this is that clothing could obscure the 
position of the joints; one way around this 
is to use radar, which can see through the 
clothes. Radar-based technology is most 
likely to result in a commercially-viable 
product, although a great deal of research 
still needs to be carried out in relation to 
both technologies, as a number of things 
affect gait; for example if the person is 
in pain, under stress, or even if they're 
wearing new shoes. E 


£250, which can double up as a USB webcam. The 
more sophisticated devices (specifically the technology 
that’s being developed for ATM security applications) 
view the iris at a distance of around a metre, scrutinise 
the whole iris (even if the subject is wearing glasses 

or contact lenses), transform and expand the image, 
and observe the natural 
twitches in the iris as 

it constantly changes 

the level of exposure 

for your retina. Smaller, 
and substantially 

cheaper, devices scrutinise 
just one image, and then 
only look at a radial segment of it, verifying that it’s a real 
eye by looking for ‘redeye’. 

Retinal identification has to be intrusive in nature, as 
the device needs to be able to see a sufficiently large area 
of the back of your eye. It can only do this by looking 
through your pupil. These devices must be placed against 
the eye for the identification to be made, and are usually 
reserved for access to high security areas, where such 
intimate examination is deemed acceptable. 


“Just a few years ago the science of 
iris recognition was in its infancy, but 
now there are desktop peripherals 
available for around £250.” 


Voice 

Anybody who’s had a go at using a voice recognition 
package will testify that the software needs a lot of 
training before it can understand what’s being said 

to it. However, this can actually be an advantage when 
trying to identify an individual for the purpose of 
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OUTER BOUNDARY» 


INNER BOUNDARY. 


POLAR TO RECTANGULAR CONVERSION 
WITH CONSTANT ASPECT RATIO 


Iris recognition hits the desktop. Pricier systems use better 
anti-fraud, but you still need user co-operation to hack this one. 


authentication. Performing a mathematical process called 
a Fourier Transform on a recording of a passphrase, then 
looking at a profile of the dominant frequencies, produces 
a profile that’s then compared to the enrolment profile. 


Signature 

Tablets plugged into desktops, and fingerpads on laptops, 
are useful for measuring pressure, as well as co-ordinates. 
When a user writes their signature, the x and y data 

and pressure profile are noted, and compared against the 
enrolment data for that claimed user. Although this seems 
simplistic, many letters can be formed in different ways — 
crossing the T at the end of the signature, instead of when 
the main part of the letter was formed, for example, gives 
a totally different profile. As we're just looking at position 
and pressure against time, and not trying to read the 
letters used, the technology can be used regardless of 

the language involved. 


Hand 

The hand is another feature with various traits that can 
be measured in different ways. If you look at the back of 
your hand in infra-red light, the veins will stand out, and 
the pattern, network links and intravein angles provide a 


“The enrolment process is by far the 
biggest weakness in any security 
system, as you have to trust 
references or documentation.” 


DIGITAL I.D. 


100100110101010101010110 
101001010110110100010110 
110111100010111011010101 
110100110101001010101110 
101101001010110100011011 





Infra-red hand vein identification can be used to facilitate 
access control, or to assess worker time keeping. 


unique image that can be used to verify the identity of 
users. Hand profiles provide fairly good biometric data 
(see the boxout on page 124), but we aren’t limited to 
looking at hand profiles in visible light, or veins in near 
infra-red. If we go a little further down the spectrum, into 
the far infra-red, we can look at the heat profile of the 
hand, and use that for biometric purposes. 


And... 

By now, you'll have got the idea that you can use just 
about any feature, at any wavelength of light, to look at 
people in order to identify them either close-up or at a 
distance. Indeed, technology to identify lip movement 
or profile (did you know that everybody’s lip print, like 
their fingerprints, is different) and ear geometry are also 
in development, along with gait, and a myriad of other 
techniques for studying various other features. However, 
essentially it all boils down to uniqueness, universality, 
permanence and measurability, with user-friendliness 
thrown in for good measure. 


When it goes pear-shaped 
The enrolment process is by far the biggest weakness in 
any security system, as you have to trust references or 


documentation, none of which are actual proof of identity. 


Even DNA only proves that the user is related to 


somebody else you don’t know. And, if you’re prepared to 


trust them and their proof of identity, you then have to 


enroll them on the system. With fingerprints, this is fairly 


straightforward, but gathering other biometric data can 


represent problems, and if the variability in the enrolment 


is too great, then the system will fail. PCP 


The future is upon us 


Biometrics is not just for big businesses, it's appearing in the smaller home office as well 


For most people, biometrics was 
invented around half a century ago 
in science fiction stories, and still 
manifests itself in this way, in 
films such as Minority Report (iris 
recognition) and various James Bond 
films, including Die Another Day (hand 
profile/palm print). It's increasingly 
being recognised that some of this 
technology is making its way into the 
business world, but while companies 
can justify and afford retinal scanners 
and so on, the general perception is 
still that it’s just for the likes of MIS. 
However, over the last five years, 


things have developed at quite a pace. 


Technologies are starting to emerge as 


affordable products, not only for big 
business, but also for those of us with 
smaller budgets — the production of 
larger quantities bringing prices down 
quite spectacularly in some instances. 
Desktop iris scanners cost between 
£300 and £500, and even the humble, 
and now fairly ubiquitous, USB webcam 
has software that tracks your face, 
so that, as you move around at your 
computer, you stay in the centre of 
the image. This can be used for 
facial recognition, and in a combined 
iris/webcam it means that it can scan 
you all of the time, so if you leave the 
workstation, it locks the screen for you. 
If you don’t want to buy online or from 


a specialist supplier, you can pick up 
biometric hardware in the high street. 
USB flashdisks and mice can carry 
fingerprint sensors — in the case of 
the disk, protecting the contents. If the 
recognition process happens entirely 
within the USB flashdisk, it becomes 
platform-independent with equal 
support from operating systems 
other than Windows. Linux supports 
hotplugged USB flashdisks as a norm. 
A final consideration is economy of 
scale. The price of fingerprint sensors 
has dropped from £60 to just £4! If 
this is passed on to the consumer, 
fingerprint access control should 
become the norm very soon. E 





DON'T FORGET YOUR PIN 


A password is only something 
you know, and is capable of 
being duplicated, and an 
identity card is something 

you have, and can be stolen, 
whereas biometrics can 
confirm ‘who’ you are. 
Unfortunately, though, the data 
can't tell why you're trying to 
gain access to a particular 
place or piece of information. 
You could have a gun pointed 
at your head, and your 
fingerprint would not change. 
But, if you use a PIN as well, 
then by entering a certain code 
you can tell the system that 
you're there under duress, 
without the assailant being 
aware that anything untoward 
is happening. 





Fingerprint readers are 
deliberately user-friendly. 
A recent drop in sensor 
prices should make 
them commonplace. 
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SOLUTION SERVICES 


improve your 


mark.cerasale@futurenet.co.uk 


in IBM's Consulting Services. He 





Merlin Stone 
merlin.stone @futurenet.co.uk 


Mark Cerasale 


Merlin is Business Research 
Leader, IBM UK Ltd. He’s the 
author of many articles & over 
twenty books on marketing & 
customer service 


Mark is a Senior Consultant 


provides some of the world’s 
most successful companies 
with IT-enabled solutions 





business 


Mark Cerasale and Merlin Stone outline how you can improve your 
business by entering the growing market of services and solutions 


provides opportunities for companies large and 

small. In many markets, customers are questioning 
whether they need to own some products at all. 
Customers buy things for the value they receive from 
them - what they do, not what they are. That value is 
often best provided as a service. Robert B. Shapiro, 
Chairman and CEO of Monsanto, gave the example of 
Monsanto’s line of nylon fibre which is used to make 
carpets: “Nobody really wants to own carpet... they just 
want to walk on it... What would happen if Monsanto or 
the carpet manufacturer owned that carpet, and promised 
to come in and remove it when it required replacing?” He 
went on to say that his company was “starting to look at 
all our products and ask: what is it people really need to 
buy? Do they need the stuff or just its function? What 
would be the economic impact of our selling a carpet 
service instead of a carpet?” 

In 1990, Prahalad and Hamel published The Core 
Competence Of The Corporation. They advocated focus 
on learning, rather than physical assets. They suggested 
that companies should quit activities that don’t use core 
competencies - the skills and technologies that enable a 
company to provide a particular benefit to its customers, 
rather than Strategic Business Units, which are often 
defined by specific product markets. 

This thinking led many companies to outsource 
activities, and whole business processes. Focusing on core 
competencies encourages firms to identify and exploit 
what they do best, and enables resources to be focused 
on areas of value and growth. Organisations outsource 
many services today, from support functions such as 
catering, cleaning and data-processing to processes such 
as supply chain management and procurement. Non- 
core competence activities are typically retained only if 
external third parties can’t provide them. 


T he market for solutions keeps on growing, and 


The developing solutions market 
Big changes have taken place in purchasing departments. 
Buyers are exploring new opportunities for value creation, 





business 
solutions 
"demand 


transform the business. 


mark ceanal merlin stone 


Mark Cerasale and Merlin Stone are co-authors of one of the 
most successful business solutions tomes ever published. 


and are willing to invest resources in working with 
selected suppliers. New management techniques, tools 
and approaches, such as supplier segmentation, supplier 
reduction and total cost of ownership, have been 
introduced. Purchasing departments have also been 
transformed by the adoption of e-business, which enables 
better collaboration between buyers and sellers. While 
traditional product buyers are often more concerned with 
features, functions, price and availability, for solution 
customers, the specifications of the product or service 

are less important than their economics. Value is defined 
in terms of how the product is used. As a result, 
responsibility for buying moves from technical specialists 
to senior administrators, line of business managers, 

and executives responsible for solving problems and 
exploiting opportunities for business innovation and 
growth. Industry, market or organisational knowledge 

is more valuable to solution customers than product 
knowledge. In smaller companies, many of these 
responsibilities are combined in a few senior 
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Solution business 

models are emerging. 
This schematic shows 
the tier relationships. 






© Finance, risk management 

è Training, education, 
recruitment, assessment, 
redeployment 

eè |T, systems integration, user 
support, maintenance, 
business continuity 

© Facilities management, 
catering 

e Marketing, service, logistics 

© Business consulting 


Customers expect their 
partners to demonstrate 
a range of different 
skills and capabilities: 


@ Knowledge of the 
customer's industry 

© Knowledge of the 
customer's organisation 

è A willingness to be flexible 
and collaborate to create 
the best solution 

© Knowledge of online 
purchasing processes 
and re-engineering skills 

© Knowledge of Internet 
technologies and 
integration skills 

e The ability to make 
things happen 

e The ability to manage 
and improve the solution 
over time 





communicate customer value, 
plus implementation route maps 


Capabilities & enablers uniquely customised 
to create and deliver customer value 


Solution selling and marketing, continuous innovation, 
opportunity management, service delivery, thought leadership 
creation, knowledge management, partner management and so on 


Employees, culture, processes, methods, products, knowledge, brands, technology, 
offices, factories, incentives, customer relationships, business partners and so on 


SOLUTION SERVICES 









OFFERINGS 


Tools that create and 






SOLUTIONS 













CAPABILITIES 











ENABLERS 





management posts, so here it’s a question of changing 
focus from technical performance to benefits. 
Advances in information and communications 


technology change products into devices to deliver 
services. Industrial machinery and office equipment can 
include information technology, integrated and connected 
across communication networks, such as the Internet. 
Telephone answering machines, for example, were once 
hardware connected to a telephone. Today, networks 
provide not only telephone answering services, but 
even contact management and translation services. The 
telephone is now a device for providing a service. Perhaps 
most importantly, technological developments have 
allowed many services to be provided (and sometimes 
even customised) and supplied immediately, with the 
supplier providing much of the infrastructure and process, 
so that customers only take as much of the service as 
they want, when they want it, or, as we put it, ‘on demand’. 
In the on-demand process, customers, suppliers and 
suppliers further up the supply chain may be connected, 
so as to ensure that end users get the services they need. 
For smaller business, these developments have created 
a revolution - they enable small suppliers to ‘seem big’. A 
web site, inbound telephone handling, good IT operations, 
a well-managed finance department, a few good technical, 
professional, functional specialist and sales people, and a 


few good managers can take on the management of 
various functions for other companies, provided the latter 
aren't too large. Functions which can be outsourced in 
this way include customer management, customer 
communications, IT, finance, HR, logistics and customer 
service. This helps these smaller customers focus 100 per 
cent on their main business - making money in a tough, 
competitive market, often in competition with giants. 


Moving towards solutions 

Manufacturers introduce solutions for two main reasons 
- to differentiate their products through service ‘bundling’, 
and to exploit new opportunities for growth. Solutions 
tend to grow out of products and capabilities that a 
manufacturer already has. Transformation to being 
services-led is usually evolutionary, over a long period 
(even if managed as a series of ‘Big Bang’ transformation 
programmes). Manufacturers rarely abandon existing 
customers, markets, industries and core competencies. 
Most don’t want to venture too far from familiar territory 
in the short term. Many find that introducing services is 
a journey; along the way, they introduce many different 
types of services (see sidebar ‘Examples of services’). 


Solution creation and delivery 

Solution creation and delivery aims to create exceptional 
customer value, and is best provided on a foundation of 
mutual trust and understanding between buyer, customer 
and supplier. Solution creation and delivery is different 
from product marketing, selling and distribution. 
Traditional approaches tend to push products into the 
market. That may have worked well when demand was 
high, but is often less effective now the customer is a 
scarce resource. Solution business models are emerging. 
The relationship between capabilities, enablers and 
solutions is shown in the schematic at top-left. 

Many roles are involved in creating and delivering 
solutions. Solution marketers must focus less on product 
value and more on industry value and complex offerings. 
Solution salespeople must help customers understand 
their problems, and opportunities for growth and 
innovation. To do this, solution sales people must get to 
know their customers at least as well as their customers 
know themselves. Often, opportunities to create value 
must be discovered and made explicit; they’re not always 


Suppliers and buyers adopting the solutions model 


INDUSTRY EXAMPLES 


Fast-moving consumer goods industry 


@ Logistics connecting suppliers and retailers 


è Racking and category management by suppliers 


The media and entertainment industry 


© Broadcasting systems provision by equipment makers 


è Outsourcing of production 


The aerospace and defence industry 


Freight and distribution industry 


@ Sale of services of equipment, rather than equipment itself 


e Management of logistics of clients, for example, spare parts inventories, 


pharmaceutical samples 


Retail financial services 


Marketing services 


The information technology industry 
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è Claims management in insurance 


@ Managing communications to customers — databases, direct mail, 
contact centres 


è Managing total information technology provision 





SOLUTION SERVICES 


How solution providers meet the demand for services 
WHAT THEY DO HOW THEY DO IT 


They help customers understand the 
issues and opportunities they're facing 


Some of these are unique to individual customers, others are common to 
many players in the same industry. This means solution providers can help 


customers decide whether to buy a standard solution, or whether it needs 
customising to the industry. 


They help customers to assess the 
options for solving problems or 
exploiting opportunities 


Some options can be provided entirely by the provider, others require 
partners. Buyers may need help in understanding what they should expect 
to be able to buy from each type of supplier. In many cases, suppliers form 


partnerships with other suppliers to help meet all the customer's needs. 


They work with customers to create 
and deliver a unique solution 


Solutions are services-led, but differ from traditional services because 
they must be customised to create and deliver exceptional value. It's the 


customisation process which creates the value. 


obvious. Solution salespeople help the customer to 
understand the options available, even if that means 
working in partnerships, or using competing products. 
Solution salespeople and consultants must also become 
adept at helping customers with the execution and 
management of change. This may require implementing 
a new system, re-engineering processes, retraining 
employees or installing a new plant. When a long-term 
service arrangement, such as outsourcing, has been 
established, solution delivery and operations specialists 
must remain focused on innovation and creating further 
customer value if the relationship is to endure. 


The role of ideas 

A solution creates exceptional customer value by solving 
a problem or exploiting an opportunity. Some problems 
and opportunities are obvious; others are latent and less 
explicit. Solution providers must have expert knowledge, 
and know the customer’s business at least as well as the 
customer does if latent opportunities and problems are 
to be identified and addressed. Sometimes, outsiders 

are best placed to identify a customer’s problems and 
opportunities. However, some companies are not short 

of good ideas. They are just short of people who can 
execute them. Core competence thinking has led many 
companies to focus on the things they do well. They have 
outsourced functions such as information technology, 
and retain only a skeleton staff in areas considered 

to be ‘non-core’. As a result, they depend more on 
external suppliers to act as ‘agents of change’ to help 
with the management of transformation within their own 
organisations. Successfully managing change requires 
expert knowledge. Transformation management expertise 





which is provided by external suppliers may be invaluable 
to companies with a history of failed internal change 
programmes. However, most change programmes require 
a team of internal and external people, each supplying 
different skills and knowledge. 


More than product bundles 

Solution creation and delivery require more than product 
and service ‘bundling’. Bundling enables core products 
and services to be differentiated, but starts with the 
needs of the supplier. Solutions start with the needs of 
the customer - one customer at a time. Solutions provide 
a single point of responsibility, but are different from 
product and service bundles. Solutions are uniquely 
configured and customised to create exceptional customer 
value. Solutions are highly differentiated, and are 
customised during the process of creation. This makes it 
hard for competitors to imitate or make price comparisons 
(often allowing higher prices to be charged). Prices can 
be based on value to the customer, rather than supplier 
cost-plus. Suppliers that continue to innovate during 
service delivery can differentiate their solutions even 
after they've been created. By sensing and responding 

to the customer’s needs over the long term, the solution 
provider becomes a partner, as much as a supplier. 


How the process works 

Many companies trying to provide their customers with 
solutions meet with limited success. Some fail because 
they don’t recognise the degree of business transformation 
required to create and deliver solutions. Improvement is 
about doing the same things better - transformation is 


about doing things differently. While it’s possible to =p 


The process a global company uses to develop and deliver solutions 


STAGE CONCEPTION 


What Creates the initial product 
for the first customer 


Supplier customer account 
team, working with 
product and service 
specialists, consultants, 
project managers, 

IT architects and 

other professions 


ASSESSMENT, DEVELOPMENT 
AND LEADERSHIP 


Identifies product as a 
solutions candidate 
Designates the successful 
individual solution as having 
priority for resources 

Forms the team 

Provides resources 


Cross-unit geographic leadership 
team, for example, Americas, 
EMEA, Asia Pacific 


FINAL DEVELOPMENT AND 
LAUNCH PREPARATION 


Codifies and standardises 





Solution customers generally 
perform the following 
sequence of steps when 
creating and consuming 

a solution: 


1. Assess the business 
environment — identifying 
problems and opportunities 


2. Create a business strategy 
(decide what to do) 


3. Develop a plan of 
execution based on their 
needs, to solve problems 
or exploit opportunities 


4. Explore the options for 
solving a problem or 
exploiting an opportunity 


5. Select a solution option 
based on an understanding 
of value to be created 


6. Make a purchase — 
after they've addressed 
their concerns 


7. Create the solution with 
the supplier 


8. Evaluate success 
continuously during solution 
delivery with the supplier 


9. Look for further value 
creation opportunities 
during consumption with 
the supplier 


LAUNCH AND ROLLOUT 


Delivers a solutions platform 

to many customers 

Rolls it out across region and world, 
according to customer priorities, 
customer needs, patterns 


of innovative, take-up of 


Cross-unit global services team, 
including hardware, software, 
services and industry units 
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services, profitability 


Global and regional industry teams 
Customer account teams 








Solution providers generally 
perform the following 
sequence of steps when 
creating and delivering a 
solution (corresponding to 
the solution creation and 


consumption steps performed 


by the customer): 


SOLUTION SERVICES 


have some short-term success without major change, 
generally, companies that want to move from products to 
solutions must transform. Sales, marketing and 
distribution activities must be oriented towards value 
creation, and less towards value communication. Suppliers 
must be less focused on pushing products, and more 
focused on helping customers buy and use them. Here 
are the main process requirements: 


large and small - is just to communicate product value. 
Some sales people know little about how their products 
are used, and don’t understand the issues and 
opportunities that the products and services are being 
used to resolve or exploit. Traditional sales incentives 
discourage sales people from investing time and 
resources in developing enduring customer relationships 
— a prerequisite for solution creation and delivery. They 
encourage product sales people to push products at 


1. Understand the customer's - Solution creation and delivery processes and sub-processes customers, instead of working with customers to generate 
business environment — - Solution design a new type of value-creating pull. Existing measurement 
identifying their problems ~ Offerings development systems are based on product-selling business models - 
and opportunities - arate ae a single piece of business, rather than continuing revenue 

J eaea oiae - Opportunity management streams that might start small and grow over time. New 
(decide wheretoiiy - Solution financing management systems are needed. 

t ereate value tor - Customer satisfaction management Solutions are created and delivered by teams of people 
the customer) (enabled by processes, knowledge and technology). 
This list of steps or activities doesn’t constitute a solution Solution teams usually include suppliers, business 

3. Develop a plan of creation and delivery process. Such a process differs by partners and customer employees. Every solution 
execution with the industry and solution type, and must be tailored to both. provider is different, but most have at least these roles: 
customer — helping The solution provider must align solution creation and 
to shape the — delivery activities with those performed by the customer Roles Examples of roles 
customer's vision in solution creation and consumption. Challenges with Solution sales people Client/account managers, 

eee the process of solution creation and delivery relate less principals, partners 

4. Describe their capabilities Cas 
= deciding at this stage to the hand-offs between activities and sub-processes Specialist consultants Technical architects, 
whether to go any further and more to the need to create order, discipline and process experts 

consistency within them. Project managers Programme managers 

5. Define the solution A deep understanding of the customer’s business 
in collaboration with and industry is a prerequisite to solution creation and Service delivery managers Outsourcing managers 
the customer delivery. Solution customers expect suppliers to invest 

resources (often a lot of time) in getting to know them. It's likely that new tools, techniques and methods will 

6. Sign contracts — Knowledge of a customer’s industry, market and business appear in coming years as companies introduce solutions 

skier oe (how they operate, their threats and their opportunities), and innovate further through experimentation. 
is essential in solution creation and delivery. For many small businesses, the opening up of the 

Z Cresta ihe<olution solutions market represents both a challenge and an 

wiih the customer Solution creation and delivery people opportunity. Many small businesses have found 
Many companies lack people who are able to create comfortable niches supplying products and services 

8. Evaluate success and deliver solutions. Most also lack the processes, to these customers; now they’re confronted with 
continuously with organisation, tools, knowledge and infrastructure needed. competition from larger suppliers offering to ‘take 
the customer during Solution creation and delivery requires business the problem away from these large customers’ and 
solution delivery transformation; modest operational improvements are manage everything. Costs will usually be higher, but 

sioak neue rarely enough. For example, sales people play a central the client will no longer have to devote so much 


creation opportunities with 


the customer during delivery 


Solution marketing 


role, but traditional business-to-business field sales 
forces are usually poorly equipped to create and deliver 
solutions. The role of sales people - in many companies 


Solution marketing is more like professional services marketing 
than service product marketing. Three approaches are emerging 


management time to the area in which the solution 
is provided by the large supplier. 

Small businesses faced with this kind of competition 
have two options. The first is to switch customers - 
to do business through the large solution provider, by 
identifying what it needs and cannot provide internally. 
The other option is to become a services provider 
themselves. After all, many services providers started 
quite small. For example, they moved from being IT 
consultants to other small companies to actually 


APPROACH WHAT IT INVOLVES 


This means focusing solution development, research, 
marketing materials, case studies and sales force 
organisation by industry. It demonstrates that the solution 
provider understands the customer's industry, and has 
unique insight. This is a prerequisite to solution creation 
and delivery. 


managing the IT for them, or in the case of recruitment 
companies, started to manage personnel/human 
resources for other small businesses. 

However small the company, if it moves from product 
or service selling to solutions provision, then it needs 
to change how it does business. It needs to develop, 
market and sell solutions products. It needs to manage 
knowledge. Arguably, smaller companies are better placed 
to move fast in solutions provision, provided that they 
focus on areas in which customers show clear signs of 
requiring solutions. But to do so, they'll have to do some 
of the things described in this article. Although this 
article is rather ‘managerial’ in tone, it does show what 
needs to be done by companies of any size if they’re to 
manage parts of their clients’ businesses. PCP 


Industry marketing 


Offering marketing This means focusing on the particular type of offering, for 
example, outsourcing of IT. It ensures that strong attention 
is paid to helping customers understand what value can 


be created and delivered by each offering. 


This ensures that value is communicated, created and 
delivered to the right customers at the right time. 


Relationship marketing 
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Get wired 


without the wires 





Dan DiNicolo 
dan@2000trainers.com 


Dan DiNicolo is a freelance 
journalist specialising in 
networking. He not longer 
loses sleep at night worrying 
about the security of his 
wireless network 





Dan DiNicolo leads you gently through the process of setting 
up a secure wireless network in your home or small office 


hen it comes to setting up a network in your 
home or small office, you'll need to decide 


whether to go with a wired or wireless solution. 
More than likely, your network will ultimately consist of a 
combination of the two - wireless connectivity for at least 


some client systems, and a wired connection to certain 
clients and the Internet. While a wireless network is 
generally fairly easy to implement, configuring it to work 
correctly with other wireless and wired systems can be 
a little more tricky. There are also a number of issues to 
be considered before you get started. This month we'll 
be taking a closer look at the steps that need to be taken 
in order to get the wireless portion of your network up, 
running, secured, and interacting correctly with the rest 
of your network. No reams of theory here - just the 
practical information that you'll need to get things 
working right the first time. 


Your existing set-up 
Before you get down to the nuts and bolts of installing 
and configuring a wireless network, you'll need to take a 
good look at your existing set-up, and develop a plan of 
action. For the purposes of this article, we're going to 
assume that your current set-up consists of one PC with 
an Internet connection. This Internet connection may 
consist of a dial-up connection using an internal or 
external modem, a network card connected to a 
DSL/cable modem from your broadband provider, or 
a network card connected to a hardware router used 
to share a broadband connection. 

Regardless of your particular situation, this single PC 
should have a functioning Internet connection to begin 
with. In addition to this PC, we'll assume that you have 





Look before you leap, and choose an access point that meets 
as many of your network needs as possible in a single device. 


one or more client PCs, and that you want to share your 
Internet connection over a wireless network. Your client 
PCs won't only need to be able to connect to the Internet, 
they'll also need to be linked to each other, so they can 
share files and/or printers. Our goal will be to install all 
the equipment necessary to enable all your systems to 
communicate with both the Internet and local PCs, using 
the TCP/IP protocol in as secure a manner as possible. 


The necessary equipment 

Although implementing a wireless network enables you 
to avoid the time and trouble associated with running 
yards of Ethernet cables through your home or small 
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A reader asks: 

Q) I'm thinking of changing 
my network from wired to 
wireless, but I've been told 
that all client systems must 
be running Windows XP | 
have a combination of 
Windows 98, 2000 and XP on 
my network right now. Is 
going wireless with these 
systems an option for me? 


A) Absolutely. Of the operating 
systems you've mentioned, 
only Windows XP features 
built-in support for wireless 
networking, meaning that 

you won't need to install any 
additional software to get 

XP working on your wireless 
network. As for your Windows 
98 and 2000 systems, no 
need to worry — both support 
wireless network cards, but 
you'll need to install the 

client software that should 
come with the hardware. This 
software includes the drivers 
and configuration utilities 

that you'll need to get the 
hardware functioning correctly. 
When in doubt, check product 
packaging to ensure that the 
hardware you're purchasing 
will work with the operating 
systems you're running and 
you should be fine. 


WIRELESS NETWORKING 


Available networks: 
To connect to an available network, click Configure. 


E it 


Preferred networks: 


Automatically connect to available networks in the order listed 
below: 


Q linksys 


Move up 


Move down 


Learn about setting up wireless network 


Windows XP supports the ability to connect to wireless 


networks without the need to install additional client software. 


office, you'll still need a fair amount of equipment in 
order to get the job done. First and foremost, you'll need 
a wireless network card for each and every client PC 

that you want to connect to the network, which in our 
case means a grand total of three cards which adhere 

to the 802.11b standard. We'll assume that you're using 
802.11b equipment for the purposes of this article, mainly 
because this is the most common wireless networking 
standard currently in use. You may very well be planning 
to use 802.11a or 802.11¢ equipment for your network; 
regardless of your intentions, you'll need to be sure 

that all of your equipment supports at least a single, 
common standard. 

Having settled on a wireless network standard 
(802.11b in this case), you'll then need to get out and 
purchase the correct network cards for your systems. 

If any of your systems are laptops, you'll want to look 
for either PCMCIA- or USB-based network cards. For 
desktop systems, you can either go the USB route, 

or install an internal PCI wireless network card. PCI 
wireless adaptors are typically ‘adaptors’ which a 
PCMCIA-based network card plugs into. Regardless of 
the route you choose, keep in mind that each system 
will require its own dedicated wireless network adaptor. 
Beyond the wireless network adaptor cards, you'll also 
need one additional piece of equipment, namely 

a compatible wireless access point. In this case, 
‘compatible’ means an access point that adheres to 
the same wireless standard as the network cards you 
plan to use. For example, 802.11b network cards can’t 


Wireless network connections 


Take a closer look at these two common wireless network configurations 


External modem for PC with shared 


dial-up Internet 


Internet connection 
(ISC) 





DSL router connection 


Wireless PC 
(IP address from ICS) 


u 


Wireless PC 
(IP address from ICS) 
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In the scenario illustrated on the left, broadband 
access to the Internet is provided by a DSL router 
connected to a hardware router, which includes an 
integrated Ethernet switch and firewall capabilities. 
The router device also acts as a DHCP server, 

to allocate IP addresses to the wireless clients, 
allowing them to interact with each other while 
providing shared access to the Internet. The access 
point connects to one of the switch ports using a 
straight Ethernet cable. In this scenario, the 
hardware router could be replaced with an access 
point that includes routing and firewall capabilities, 
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If you're not running Windows XP, you'll need to install the 
client software included with your wireless network adaptor. 


work in conjunction with an access point that only 
supports 802.11a, so keep that in mind. If you're looking 
to protect your investment and want maximum flexibility, 
some access points support multiple standards, and 
enable you to select which one you want to use. Either 
way, you'll need an access point for your network. Look 
for a model that addresses multiple needs for your 
network; some access points include Ethernet switch 
ports that will enable you to connect wired clients to your 
network, while others may also function as a broadband 
router and firewall. When it comes to selecting an access 
point, then more features will of course mean more cost. 


Getting connected 

Getting your wireless systems ‘connected’ might not seem 
like the right choice of words, but connections do need to 
occur in order for your network to function. We'll assume 
your access point in this case is simply that - an access 
point that acts as a ‘hub’ for the wireless clients, and 
nothing more. On bigger networks, your access point will 
probably be connected to a traditional Ethernet switch to 
enable wired and wireless clients communicate with one 
another. If you’re working in such an environment, then 
you'll need to connect your access point’s Ethernet port 
to your wired switch or hub with a patch cable. 

Your most important decision at this point in the 
process is where to locate the access point. For the best 
results, you'll want to place it in a location that’s relatively 
central to all of the PCs with wireless network cards. This 
will help to ensure that client connections will be as 


in which case the DSL router would connect 
directly to the access point. 


Dial-up Internet connection 

In this scenario, dial-up access to the Internet 

is provided by a ‘traditional’ external modem using 
a phone line. This PC also has a wireless network 
card installed, to enable it to communicate with 
other clients on the network. ICS is enabled in the 
properties of the dial-up connection on the system, 
with the modem both sharing Internet access and 
providing IP addresses to the other client systems 
on the network. 


Sharing an Internet connection 


To link together XP-based systems, just change a few settings in the Control Panel 


A reader asks: 

Q) My network currently consists of three systems, 
all running Windows XP with 802.11b network cards. 
One of the XP systems has a modem that's used to 
dial my ISP I'm looking to share this connection with 
the other clients, but I can't figure out how to do it 
properly. Is it possible to share this connection 

with my wireless systems easily, or do I need to 
purchase additional hardware and install DSL? 


A) Sharing an Internet connection in this manner 
shouldn't be a problem, especially with XP-based 
systems. On the system with the dial-up modem, open 
the Network Connections tool in Control Panel, right- 
click on the connection icon for your ISP and then click 
Properties. On the Advanced tab you'll find an option to 


strong as possible for all clients. If this idea confuses you, 
think of using a cordless telephone - the further away the 
handset is from the base station, the weaker the signal 
tends to be. Keeping the handset close to the base station 
improves signal quality and strength, and the same is 
true of wireless clients and the access point - closer is 
definitely better. 

Outside of signal strength, you'll also need to consider 
issues such as potential interference when locating your 
access point. For example, many cordless phones use the 
2.4GHz spectrum to communicate with their base station, 
and this may interfere with your wireless network. It’s not 
unusual for clients to lose connectivity with the access 
point when a cordless phone rings, or when someone is 
on the phone. If you can avoid using 802.11b/g equipment 
in the vicinity of cordless phones of the same frequency, 
then you'll definitely get better performance from your 
wireless network. Unfortunately, cordless phones aren’t 
your only issue. Wireless speaker systems for home audio 
systems will often create connectivity or interference 
issues, as will thick solid walls. So, when locating your 
access point, think about reducing interference from 
other 2.4GHz equipment, avoiding solid walls, and 
staying as central to all wireless-equipped PCs as 
possible. It’s highly unlikely that your environment will 
allow each and every one of these elements to be perfect, 
and you might ultimately need to test different locations 
for your access point. At this stage, try the layout you 
think will work best - signal tests which you'll be 
performing later in the implementation of your network 
will determine what equipment needs to be moved in 
order to improve performance. 


Wireless client configuration 

Once you've got your wireless network cards installed 

on all PCs and your access point powered up, it’s time 
to begin configuring your systems. The first element 

that needs to be configured is your access point 
(different access point manufacturers handle the initial 
configuration of their equipment in different ways). The 
key here is to read the manual that came with your 
access point to determine how the initial connection 
should occur, as well as what username and password 
will grant you access. If a wizard-type interface is 
available for the initial configuration, be sure to use it, as 
it will simplify the process considerably. At a minimum, 
be sure to configure a new password for the access point 
(default passwords are well documented online and 
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share the connection with other computers on your 
network, which you should select (this enables 
Internet Connection Sharing — ICS). When this 
connection is dialled, the other client systems on your 
network will also be able to use the connection for 
Internet access, and no additional hardware (or a 
broadband connection such as DSL) will be necessary. 
You'll need to change the configuration of the other 
client systems on your network, however. Access the 
properties of the wireless network cards on the client 
systems and then access Internet Protocol (TCP/IP) 
properties. Change the settings on each to ‘Obtain an 
IP address automatically’ and you should be off to the 
races. The system which is running ICS will then supply 
IP addresses to these client systems, with the correct 
settings, automatically. m 


[F] Allows other network users to control ot disable the 
shared Intemet connection 
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Under windows XP, enabling ICS (Internet 
Connection Sharing) on your network is 
as simple as checking a single box. 


should be changed immediately for security reasons), 
along with a value known as the SSID - this is the 
‘name by which your wireless network will be known. 
Leave the configuration of advanced security settings 

for later in the process, when you're sure that everything 
is functioning correctly. If your access point also includes 
integrated broadband router functionality, then be sure 
to configure the settings for your ISP at this point, and 
attempt to connect. 

Depending on the operating systems installed on 
your PCs, the steps process of configuring their wireless 
network cards will be different. For example, XP-based 
systems will automatically ‘discover’ available wireless 
networks, without the need for additional software to be 
installed (network card drivers are often an exception). If 
you're running Windows 98, ME, or 2000, then you'll 
need to install the wireless client software included on 
the CD that shipped with your wireless network card. 
After installing this software (and following the 
instructions outlined in the documentation supplied with 
your access point), the client should be able to connect 
to the wireless network. 

An example of the client 
software provided with an 
SMC wireless network card 
is shown in the screen grab 
on the previous page. At a 
minimum, all your wireless 
clients will need IP addresses 
configured in the range 
specified in the access point documentation, or they won't 
be able to communicate with the access point. Focus on 
getting each of your wireless clients to communicate with 
your access point before worrying about issues such as 
accessing the Internet - all IP addresses can be changed 
later to facilitate Internet access if necessary. 


“Concentrate on getting all your 
wireless clients to communicate 
with your access point before 
worrying about Internet access.” 


Network configuration 

When a PC with a wireless network card is able to 
communicate with your access point, an association is 
said to be formed. Getting your wireless-equipped PCs 
to communicate with your access point should be your 
first major goal, but other issues ultimately need to 

be considered for the network as a whole. The most 
important of these involves implementing an IP 
addressing strategy for the systems on your network, 
and then being sure that the appropriate elements 

are configured on each client system to allow them 
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BROWSING THE NETWORK 


A reader asks: 

Q) I've just installed a 
wireless network in my 
home. Although all systems 
can connect to the Internet 
via my hardware router, I'm 
not sure how to access other 
PCs on my network to share 
files. Is this possible? 


A) It is indeed possible, but 
you'll need to check that a 
few key elements are in place. 
First, you'll want to be sure 
that any system from which 
you want to share files or 
printers has File and Printer 
Sharing installed and enabled. 
Next, you'll need to explicitly 
share folders that you want 
other systems on your 
network to be able to access 
(via the Sharing tab in the 
properties of a folder). Finally, 
to access the PC with shared 
resources over the network, 
browse for it in My Network 
Places, or open the run 
command and type 
\\computername, where 
‘computername’ is the name 
(or IP address) of the PC 
you're trying to connect to. 


“Those who are serious about 
security avoid DHCP completely, 
and prefer to manually configure 
their systems instead.” 
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XP indicates the quality of your 
wireless client’s connection in 
the Status window. 
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Many access points include a wizard-style configuration 
interface to make things easier for new users. 


to share files and printers with one another. 
IP addressing can be quite a tricky business on 
large networks, but on home or small office networks 
it’s a relatively simple affair. The easiest method is to 
configure each system on your network to obtain an 
IP address automatically, meaning that one system 
configured as a DHCP server will allocate IP address, 
subnet mask, default gateway, and DNS server 
information to all your client PCs. To configure your client 
PCs, access your Internet Protocol (TCP/IP) properties 
from the properties of your wireless network card and 
select the option to obtain an IP address automatically - 
it’s that simple. Choosing which system will provide 
DHCP (Dynamic Host Configuration Protocol) service on 
your network is a little trickier however, mainly because 
the potential for IP addressing 
conflicts exists, and will cause 
problems if you're not careful. 
When it comes to selecting 

which system will be the 

HCP server on your network, 
there are a number of options 
available to you. Almost all 
access points include a built-in DHCP server for 
allocating addresses to wireless clients, and this feature is 
usually enabled by default. Using your access point as a 
DHCP server is an entirely reasonable proposition, but 
you'll want to be sure that the range of IP addresses that 
it’s allocating is correct for your network. For example, 
most home networks use private addresses in the 
192.168.1.X range, but you'll need to change this 
configuration if you plan on using a different address 








To creat a new WEP key, either enter 
a passphrase and press the generate 
button, or enter the key elements into 
the table below, 


B4Bit [m] 





| Generate 


Passphrase: 


. [0000000000 | 


‘no0000000 | 


À . [oo00000000 | 
. [0000000000 | 


Default TX Key: 








WEP isn't the most robust encryption solution for wireless 
network, but some protection is better than none at all. 


range (such as 10.X.X.X). You'll very likely need to 
change the address listed as the default gateway, if your 
gateway isn’t using the common 192.168.1.1 address. As 

a best practice, you're better off disabling the DHCP 
function of the access point altogether, especially if you 
have an alternative method of assigning addresses. 
Having the access point allocate IP addresses to any 
requesting client can be a security risk, as external users 
with wireless devices may be able to access your network. 
Those who are serious about security generally avoid the 
use of DHCP on wireless networks completely, and prefer 
to manually configure their systems instead. 

If you're planning on manually configuring IP 
addresses on your network, then you'll need to consider 
the Internet-sharing method in use. For example, a 
system running ICS is automatically configured as a 
DHCP server, and the DHCP server component can’t 
be turned off. We’ll address security issues later in this 
article, but, just because ICS includes a DHCP server 
component, it doesn’t mean that you have to use it. 
Instead, manually configure your client systems with 
an IP address of 192.168.1.X, a subnet mask of 
255.255.255.0, and a default gateway of 192.168.1.1. 

This will enable the client systems to access the Internet 
via the system running ICS without issue. For those not 
familiar with the way ICS works, it’s sufficient to know 
that the system running ICS always uses the IP address 
192.168.1.1 as the IP address for its connection to your 
private, internal network - this can’t be changed. By the 
same token, most hardware routers also include a DHCP 
function that’s enabled by default, so consider disabling 
this as well. If you do choose to use DHCP on your 


Dealing with interference and connectivity issues 


Here's how to get around some common problems that can afflict your wireless network 


Getting your wireless network up and 
running shouldn't be terribly difficult, 
but getting it to function optimally 

can be an issue, particularly when 
interference and intermittent 
connectivity issues rear their ugly 
heads. Interference problems are 
typically caused by having other devices 
that use the same frequencies running 
in the same general area as your 802.11 
wireless network. 2.4GHz cordless 
phones and wireless speaker systems 
are the most common culprits. 

At a basic level, the most effective 
way to remedy interference issues is to 
not run devices which operate in the 
same frequency range at the same time 
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as accessing your network. In the case 
of a cordless phone, switching to a 
900MHz model would solve the 
problem, but the connection quality 
might not be acceptable. In cases where 
you have no option but to run different 
devices which use the same frequency 
concurrently, use the configuration 
settings on the wireless clients and 
access point to change the channels the 
devices use to communicate, and see if 
this helps. If this doesn’t solve the 
problem, then removing one of the 
offending devices may be the only 
viable solution remaining. 

In the case of connectivity issues 
between clients and a central access 


point, you'll need to perform the 
equivalent of a site test in your home 
or office. This involves moving your 
wireless clients and access point around 
until all the devices are able to connect 
at a reasonable signal strength. Don't 
expect full strength for all devices, since 
obstructions such as solid walls will 
make it next to impossible to obtain an 
excellent signal from all locations. The 
best you can do is a little trial-and-error 
testing, hoping to find the best layout 
within the limitation of your particular 
premises. With patience, and a little 
luck, you should be able to configure 

a layout that works well enough to 
meet your needs. M 
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network, remember that only one system should be configured as a DHCP 
server at any point in time. Running multiple DHCP servers on the same 
network is the fastest route to IP addressing conflicts. 

After configuring your TCP/IP settings, you’ll want to be sure that your 
internal systems can communicate with one another, and specifically that 
they’ll be able to share files and printers with the other systems on your 
network. In order for a PC to access files or printers on another system on a 
Microsoft network, the PC must have Client for Microsoft Networks installed 
and enabled, and in order for a system to be able to share files and printers 
with other systems, File and Printer Sharing must be installed and enabled. 
Windows XP and 2000 have both features enabled by default, but you may 
need to add both to any Windows 98 or ME system running on your network, 
especially if these systems have never been networked in the past. 


Securing your network 

One of the most important considerations when setting up any network that 
includes wireless clients and an access point is ensuring that the access point 

is properly secured. As part of making the set-up of a wireless network as simple 
as possible, most access point manufacturers use default settings with little or 
no security. Unless you take the time to properly secure your access point, 
external users within range (and with their own wireless-equipped PC or PDA) 
can potentially associate with your access point and run amok on your network, 
bypassing your firewall completely. 

The first two steps in securing your access point were discussed earlier in 
this article - change the default password, and disable DHCP if possible. If 
you've already taken care of these, then your next step should be to disable 
a setting called SSID Broadcast. Typically enabled by default, an access point 
will broadcast its network name for all clients within range to see. While this 
may not seem important, the SSID is a key piece of information required to 
form an association with an access point. If you do disable SSID broadcast, 
you'll need to manually configure each wireless client with the SSID name, 

a very simple task which can be handled via the wireless client software. 

After disabling SSID broadcast, take the time to implement MAC address 
filtering on your access point. MAC address filtering enables you to configure 
your access point with the exact MAC addresses of wireless clients that should 
be allowed to associate with the access point. If enabled, any MAC address 
not on this list won't be able to access your network, so you will have greater 
security. To obtain the MAC addresses of clients that should be added to the 
list, issue the ipconfig/all command on all wireless client systems, and note 
the physical address listed in the command's output. 

Finally, if you’re serious about security, you'll want to ensure that all traffic 
between wireless clients and your access point is secured through the use of 
encryption. Almost all access points and wireless network cards support a 
standard known as Wired Equivalent Privacy (WEP), whereby all wireless 
traffic is encrypted before transmission. While WEP is widely supported, it’s 
subject to many known security issues and limitations that make it far from 
truly secure - if it’s the only encryption method that your equipment supports, 
however, then it’s better than nothing, As an alternative, seek out equipment 
that supports the newer wireless encryption standard known as (WPA), and 
enable it on your access point and wireless clients - encrypting all wireless 
transmissions with WPA will make it next to impossible for external users to 
capture and decrypt any sensitive information that may be floating around 
your wireless network. PCP 


If you’re ready to take the plunge into wireless networking, 
youre in luck, as next month we look at all the latest starter 
kits in our massive Lab Test - issue 217 on sale 12 May 2004 


LCD SCREENS 


Plus 





LAB TEST 











hanis 
+A 
a. 
Belinea Eizo Hitachi LG NEC MultiSync 
10 19 20 FlexScan L767 CML 200UXW 1920P LCD1960NX 
84 85 86 86 86 


Plus 216 | Spring 2004 


Editor's Choice 


Our top award for products 
that combine exceptional 
performance and quality with 
superb value for money 


‘PEREORMANC 
x AWARE 


Performance Award 


Awarded to products that 
excel in our performance 
and quality tests, where 
money is less important 








iy 1 
k UAE in ae M - 
ii REUNA G -; 
= PAWA À ; -a í 


Value Award 


Awarded to products that 
represent outstanding value 
for money, giving you more 
bangs per buck 


LCD SCREENS 


High, wide and 
handsome 


Matthew Richards 
mail@hardcopy.me.uk 


Matthew started work as a 
broadcast engineer with the 
BBC. He’s been writing for 
PC Plus for the last 12 years 








Matthew Richards wonders if bigger really is better 
as he puts the latest round of 19in LCDs to the test 


CD screens are appearing on 
more and more desks these days, 


hard-wired to the graphics output of the PC. 
Another key advantage of LCDs is that their 


both in the home and office, and 
they have some significant advantages 
over conventional CRT monitors, apart 
from freeing-up more desk space. 

For starters, they give you a bigger picture, 
with an edge-to-edge display. So a humble 
15in LCD is roughly equivalent to a 1/in CRT. 
They also manage to sidestep a whole range 
of unsightly distortions that have always 
plagued CRIs, such as barrel, pincushion, 
trapezoidal and so on, as well as solving 
any colouration problems caused by 
convergence errors. This is because, 
whereas CRIs fire electron beams at 
phosphor dots and hope their aim is 
just about right, LCDs have all their pixels 


displays are completely flicker-free, so they're 
far less likely to give you a headache, even if 
you have to stare at them all day. As LCDs 
became more popular, common screen sizes 
grew from 15in to 1/in and above, although 
bigger LCDs were expensive to make, and 
prohibitively expensive as a result. But we've 
now arrived at the point where 19in LCDs are 
becoming the tool of choice for offices, with 
mass production helping to drive down 
prices. A 19in LCD is equivalent to a 21in CRT 
monitor — a size that would have been 
considered a luxury a few years ago. 

Here, we take a look at some of the best 
new 19in screens, to see if the big picture 
quality matches our big expectations. 


Philips Relisys Samsung Sharp Sony ViewSonic 
190B4 TL966B SyncMaster 192V _LL-T19D1-B SDM-X93 VG910s 
88 88 88 89 89 89 
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LCD SCREENS 


How we tested 


We subjected our 14 monitors to a series of rigorous examinations to separate the men from the boys 


T) o put the screens through their paces, we used a program called 
DisplayMate for Windows Multimedia Edition. Version 2.10 of this 
software includes over 300 basic test patterns, plus an additional 400 
variations, for calibrating, evaluating and testing a wide range of display 


devices and parameters. 


After testing the alignment of the overall picture, we checked pixel 
tracking and phase set-up of each LCD's auto-alignment feature, using 
specially designed grid patterns. The next test involved a multi-step 
procedure to configure the black level, contrast and brightness settings 
to achieve the widest possible tonal range. This was subsequently tested 
using a 64-step greyscale pattern. 

Primary colours and colour ramps, from the darkest to the brightest 
variations in colours, were checked next, followed by individual full 
screens of primary colours and white, to test for uniformity across the 


whole area of the display. Moving on to sharpness, a test screen of various 
sizes of text, from 6-point to 12-point, was viewed on the screen, with half 


AceR AL 1931 


PRICE £529 (£450 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER Acer 0870 900 2237 
INFO www.acer.co.uk 
WARRANTY One year 


Windows 95, 98, 2000, Me, NT, XP 
SXGA graphics 


ACER AL 1931 

Value 0090090000 
0090000000 
Performance © @ O 0 O00900 


OVERALL 


Features 





O legance oozes from every pore 
of this Acer monitor, with its thin 
surround bezel finished in quality silver. 
Even the stand is attractively curved 
and cut-out but, while the screw-in 
base is firm enough, the top section 
where the base is connected to 

the monitor, was a bit wobbly on 

our review sample, requiring the 
re-tightening of a couple of screws. 
The blue glow of the on-off button 

is a nice design touch, however, and 
adds to the overall feel of quality. 

A massive maximum 700:1 contrast 
ratio is above and beyond the call of 
duty and, in practice, a contrast setting 
of just 45 per cent gave the best tonal 
range — highlights tend to become 
washed out if the contrast is increased 
much further. The slick design extends 


BELINEA 10 19 20 


PRICE £519 (£442 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER Belinea 01344 78 8910 
INFO www.belinea.co.uk 
WARRANTY Three years 


Windows 95, 98, 2000, Me, NT, XP 
SXGA graphics 


BELINEA 10 19 20 

Value 009000000 
009000000 
Performance @0 0000009000 


OVERALL 


Features 


| 





U) nder the Maxdata banner, 
Belineas newest 19in screen is 
the inventively-titled 10 19 20. At least 
its possible to guess what one of the 
pairs of digits signifies. A typically thin, 
silver bezelled display unit clips on to 
an equally attractively-styled base with 
a reassuringly business-like click, and 
the whole affair is sturdy and wobble- 
free when assembled. The base unit 
also allows for height adjustment and 
90-degree pivot, adding to its range of 
viewing options. 

A foolproof auto adjust feature 
brings the picture into super-sharp 
display after a few seconds, with a 
single press of the appropriate front 
panel button. Further delving in the 
menu system enables switching 
between analogue and digital video 
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the screen displaying white text against a black background and the 
other half displaying black text on a white background. 

Further calibration charts were used to check for sharpness, as well 
as for the absence of interference patterns on complex high-frequency 
charts. High-contrast charts were also used to check for the absence of 


streaking on the display. 


Colour rendition was compared with a previously-calibrated monitor 
to check for inaccuracies in colours, using the 6500K or sRGB settings 


for photo work. 


As well as the many charts that were used for calibrating and checking 
the accuracy of monitors, we also used ‘real world’ test screens involving 
a number of general Windows office programs. These included folder 
views, spreadsheets and DTP pages, plus a range of digital photos 
selected to highlight inaccuracies in highlight, mid-range and lowlight 
reproduction, as well as colour accuracy for vivid, vibrant colours, subtle 


shades and skin tones. 


to the on-screen menu, 
which is both colourful 
and simple to use. 

Picture quality is nice 
and sharp, with good 
colour rendition and overall 
colour adjustments of Cool, 
Natural and Warm, plus 
fully user-adjustable 
settings. The Natural 
setting Is ideal for both general- 
purpose use and picture editing alike. 

As well as the usual provision of 
analogue and digital video inputs, the 
Acer is in a minority of one in this Lab 
Test in boasting S-Video and AV 
Composite inputs, extending the range 
of the monitor to four video inputs 
altogether. This makes it ideal for 
plugging in a DVD player or camcorder, 


inputs, colour temperature 
adjustments (between a 
rudimentary 6500K, 9300K 
and custom settings), and 
the usual range of other 
image tools. On top of 
this, you get one volume 
adjustment for the 
monitors internal speakers, 
which are hidden away 
around the back, and another 
for the headphone output. 

Brightness and contrast both have 
plenty of range, enabling very good 
tonal separation to be set up across 
the whole black to white range. Colour 
rendition is also very good and in 
common with all the screens on test, 
the intensity and contrast of the picture 
Stay pretty linear across the wide 





leaving you spoiled for choice. 

More renowned for their complete 
PC systems and notebooks, Acer is 
going to make big strides in the 
Standalone monitor market, if this 19in 
LCD is anything to go by. Great picture 
quality in a very nicely-presented 
package make it a great choice for 
the money, especially if you want the 
extra video feeds. 





1/0-degree field of view. The same 
applies if you move your viewing 
position up or down. 

The Belinea is a very good 
performer, with build quality and finish 
to match. At the price, its almost, but 
not quite, as good as the Acer, but 
would make the better buy if you 
intend making use of the pivot facility, 
which is lacking on the latter. 





BENO FP991 


PRICE £539 (£459 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER BenQ 01442 30 1000 
INFO www.beng.co.uk 
WARRANTY Three years 


Windows 95, 98, 2000, Me, NT, XP 
SXGA graphics 





BENQ FP991 
Features eee0e090 
Performance @@OOOOCO 











crx $962A 


PRICE £450 (£383 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER CTX 0192 381 0800 
INFO www.ctxeurope.com 
WARRANTY Three years 


Windows 95, 98, 2000, Me, NT, XP 
SXGA graphics 





CTX S962A 
Value 009000000 
0090000 


Features 


Performance 000000090 
OVERALL 





QO enQ has a reputation to live up 
to, with the FP791 having won 
our ‘Editors Choice’ award in the 17in 
group test back in PC Plus 208. The 
slinky new FP991 brings a minimal 
18mm bezel to the 19in party, making 
the monitor look smaller than most, 
considering its screen size. The overall 
finish is high in quality and, while 
omissions include the lack of built-in 
speakers or any other extras, apart 
from the usual dual analogue and 
digital input, the monitor stand is 
superbly flexible. As well as full tilt and 
swivel, the latter being provided by a 
turntable built into the foot of the stand, 
you also have the option of a 90- 
degree pivot for portrait mode viewing. 
Unfortunately, setting up the BenQ 
proved trickier than expected. The 


W) eve often been unimpressed 
by CTX LCD monitors in the 
past, but the new S962A is definitely 
a Step in the right direction. The first 
thing you notice is the price tag, 
which certainly puts this screen 
towards the budget end of the scale. 
You wouldn't guess this from the 
attractive design and finish, however; 
they're on a par with screens costing 
£100 more. The smart black and silver 
colour scheme, and shaped control 
buttons are nice touches, although 
a few technical corners have been 
cut elsewhere. 

For example, theres only a 
single, basic analogue video input 
and, even worse, the video cable is 
hard-wired into the monitor case. 
This means that if you damage it you 


Eizo FlexScan L767 


PRICE £589 (£501 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER Eizo 0148 371 9500 
INFO wwweizo.co.uk 
WARRANTY Five years 


Windows 95, 98, 2000, Me, NT, XP 
SXGA graphics 





EIZO FLEXSCAN L767 


Performance @@OOOOCGOeO 





Q he design of this Eizo model 
looks rather old-fashioned. The 
retro feel isnt helped by the beige 
finish on our test unit, although this 
LCD is also available in grey or black, 
both of which are a bit smarter. Design 
aside, its a functional screen, with a 
neat base unit that allows for height 
adjustment, as well as tilt through 

a range of 50mm. This has distinct 
ergonomic advantages, as you 

can set the overall screen height 

to your ideal level. 

The picture quality of the L/6/ is 
excellent and, while theres no contrast 
adjustment, this is taken care of with 
near-perfect levels for each of a 
generous five preset modes; Text, 
Picture, Movie, Custom and sRGB. 
Throughout, a brightness setting of 


LCD SCREENS 


auto-adjustment 
repeatedly failed to provide 
the correct pixel clock and 
phase adjustments, and 
it was nigh on impossible 
to set them to the correct 
settings manually, using 
the menu system's 
Geometry section. 

Eventually, on the fifth 
attempt, the auto-adjustment finally 
managed to do Its thing, and we were 
rewarded with a perfectly sharp picture 
across the whole screen. Good contrast 
and brightness levels provide a vivid 
picture, without loss of definition in 
highlight or lowlight areas, while colour 
rendition is pretty accurate at the sRGB 
level, although vibrant colours tend 
to be a little too vivid. Blueish and 


cant simply plug in 

a new one. On 

the plus side, the 

CTX does have built-in 
speakers, and the power 
supply is internal, which 
helps cut down on clutter 
under the desk. 

The S$962A boasts a 
high 700:1 contrast ratio on 
its specification sheet but, unlike 
the Acer, you have to bump up the 
contrast and the brightness settings 
almost to their maximum levels in 
order to get a usable tonal range. At 90 
per cent for each setting, the picture 
quality is very good, while the 6500K 
colour setting gives accurate colour 
rendition. Theres also a 9300K option 
for those who like to add a bluish tinge 


between 80 and 90 per 

cent seems to work best 

for typical home/office 

ambient lighting conditions. 
The maximum 

brightness and contrast 

ratio of 250 cd/m2 and 

500:1 respectively arent the 

best on paper, but the 

tonal separation is good 

across the whole range. Colour 

reproduction is also very accurate, 

making the screen a good performer 

for picture editing, as well for as more 

workaday office chores. And if the 

screen is used on a company network, 

then theres the added advantage of 

Eizos Screen Administrator software, 

which enables screen set-up and 

management tasks from a single PC 














reddish colour settings, as well as a 
User Preset option, add to the sRGB 
setting, offering the user plenty of 
set-up options. 

The FP991 is a compact screen for 
its display size but, apart from the pivot 
mode for portrait viewing options, it 
has very little to make it stand out 
from the crowd, especially considering 
the asking price. 





to their office work, as well as a fully- 
customisable user-defined setting. 

As a no-frills monitor, the CTX 
S962A keeps everything simple, 
including the rudimentary on-screen 
menu facilities. More importantly, 
however, the picture quality is decent 
for the sub-£500 price point, which 
ultimately makes the S962A a solid, if 
unspectacular buy, 





server on a network-wide basis. 

A choice of digital and analogue 
video inputs, plus an audio input for a 
pair of typically squawky speakers and 
a single upstream USB 1.1 port, round 
off the connections. The power supply 
is also built into the monitor case to 
reduce the clutter. The Eizo isn't cheap, 
but the excellent picture quality makes 
it well worth considering. 
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HITACHI CML ZOOUXW 


PRICE £945 (£804 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER Hitachi, 01628 643000 
INFO www.hitachidigitalmedia.com 
WARRANTY Three years 


Windows 95, 98, 2000, Me, NT, XP 
SXGA graphics 





HITACHI CML 200UXW 


CIID 
CEND 
ComON 


009000900 
Performance O AAAA) 


OVERALL 


LG 1920P 


Features 





PRICE £581 (£494 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER LG Electronics 
0870 607 5544 

INFO www.lge.co.uk 
WARRANTY Three years 


Windows 95, 98, 2000, Me, NT, XP 
SXGA graphics 





LG 1920P 


Features CEARA AA) 
O AA Xs) 








PRICE £569 (£484 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER NEC 0208 993 8111 
INFO www.nec.co.uk 
WARRANTY Three years 


Windows 95, 98, 2000, Me, NT, XP 
SXGA graphics 





NEC MULTISYNC 
LCD1960NX 


Features 00900090090 
Performance @0 0 0000900900 








Nec MultiSync LCD1960NX 





© itachi didn't have a 19in LCD 
available for the group test, so 
they sent us the 20in CML 200UXW 
instead, which makes for an interesting 
comparison. Compared to the average 
£500 asking price of a 19in LCD, the 
Hitachi is twice as expensive but can it 
justify the extra money for what is 
effectively an extra diagonal inch? 
While this extra inch doesn't make 
the monitor appear much bigger in 
itself, the CML 200UXW comes with a 
pair of large clip-on speakers, which 
mount on the side of the case. This 
adds considerably to the overall size 
and weight (it's twice the weight of 
most 19in screens) and makes the 
screen look more TV than PC. As such, 
it would have been nice if Hitachi had 
added regular AV or S-Video inputs, for 


D hile most monitors seem to 
settle for a black and silver 
colour scheme, the LG adds a circular 
chrome-effect base for a touch of extra 
style. Around the back, theres also a 
large oval clip-on panel to hide away 
the cables and keep everything neat 
and tidy. And, if you need to remove 
even more cable clutter from your 
desktop, theres also a two-way USB 
hub — something of a rarity in the 
screens assembled here. 

Price-wise, the LG is at the top end 
of the group and, while the finish looks 
as smart as anything else on test, if 
not smarter, there are a couple of 
missing elements that stand out. There 
are no built-in speakers, for example, 
no 90-degree pivot and, more crucially, 
no height adjustment in the stand. This 


N) EC is another company that did 
especially well in our 1/in LCD 
group test back in PC Plus 208, with its 
LCD1760VM winning a Value Award. 
Theres no danger of that happening 
this time around, however, with the 
19in LCDI960NX having one of the 
heftiest price tags in the test. This is 
surprising, since the monitor doesnt 
exactly do any clever tricks, it lacks a 
USB hub and built-in speakers, and 
only includes basic analogue and 
digital video inputs. 

What you do get for £569 is an 
attractive, thin bezel, black and silver 
monitor, with a row of control buttons 
that are so tidily hidden away along 
the bottom edge of the surround that 
they're almost impossible to see. And 
if you have trouble seeing the buttons, 
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adding a TV tuner, VCR and 
the like but, sadly, all you 
get is the typical analogue 
and digital computer video 
inputs, plus an audio input 
for the speakers and a mic 
output for the integrated 
microphone, which neatly 
nestles at the bottom of 
the front panel. 

When it comes to native resolution, 
the pixel count steps up from the 1,280 
x 1,024 of the 19in displays to a more 
impressive 1,600x1,200 pixels. This 
gives even more scope for multi- 
tasking, as youre able to squeeze 
a couple of extra windows onto 
the screen simultaneously. However, 
without resorting to zoom, fonts are 
a little smaller than on 19in screens, 


can be a bit of a drawback, 
as the large circular base is 
a bit wide in diameter, and 
the stand itself puts the 
bottom of the screen very 
close to the desk. All 
in all, its not the most 
ergonomically-friendly 
monitor weve seen this 
month, especially if you're 
using it for long periods. 
The picture quality, however, is 
exemplary. A sliding control for gamma 
adjustments accompanies colour 
temperature options for 9300K and 
6500K settings, as well as a user- 
defined option. Both preset colour 
temperature options give excellent 
accuracy, although you could be 
forgiven for expecting a couple more 


you'll find it equally hard 
to make out what they do, 
as the explanations are 
moulded in relief onto the 
thin button fronts. This can 
make navigating the OSD 
a little tricky, 

The stand isn't exactly 
the prettiest thing around 
either, with its slab-like 
black square foot. To NECS credit, it's 
nice and solid, and its other claim to 
fame is that it offers a wide range of 
height adjustment, no less than 11cm 
from top to bottom, which makes it 
very ergonomically friendly. 

When it comes to picture quality, 
the LCDI960NX is up to NECS usual 
high standards, with excellent tonal 
Separation and equally good colour 








making text a bit harder to read. Colour 
rendition, brightness and contrast are 
all good, however. 

The only real problem we 
encountered was that high frequency 
test patterns in DisplayMate often 
caused interference on screen. It's a 
small niggle, but at this price, theres no 
persuasive reason to pay double for an 
extra Inch of screen space. 





options given the price. One nice touch 
is the novel ‘LightView’ option, which 
enables users to switch between day 
or night settings for each of the Text, 
Movie or Photo Viewing presets. Again, 
theres a user-defined option if you 
can't find exactly what youre looking 
for. The LG is a very good quality 
screen, but it cant match the Sharp 

or Sony for features or value. 


reproduction. Speaking of colour, there 
are plenty of settings to choose from, 
with 9300K, 8200K, /500K, 6500K and 
5000K colour temperatures on offer, 
plus a ‘native’ colour setting and sRGB, 
which doubles up as the 6500K setting. 
Simple auto-setup ensures pin-sharp 
accuracy and, overall, the picture 
quality is enough to redeem the lack 
of extras at the price. 





PHILIPS 190B4 


PRICE £499 (£425 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER Philips 0208 689 2166 
INFO www.philips.co.uk 
WARRANTY Three years 


Windows 95, 98, 2000, Me, NT, XP 
SXGA graphics 





PHILIPS 190B4 
VEITA 0090090000 
0090090000 


Features 


Performance A AAA Ae) 


RELISYS TL966B 





PRICE £415 (£353 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER Relisys TECO 
0161 232 6000 

INFO wwwrelisys.co.uk 
WARRANTY Three years 


RELISYS TL966B 
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Oo n the past, Philips has been 
responsible for some high- 
performing but hideously ugly LCD 
screens, with bulbous underbellies 
crammed with USB hubs, speakers 
and other inputs. The new 190B4CS 
foregoes most multimedia connectivity 
in favour of a much cleaner, slicker 
design, and looks all the better for it. 
Neat front panel buttons are lined up 
along a smart two-tone silver bezel 
with a blue power light and chrome 
effect logo, which all work together 
to ooze quality design. 

Around the back of the display, 
which is very easy to get to, thanks 
to an excellent turntable built into 
the base of the stand, theres a crafty, 
hinged height adjustment. This allows 


for up to /cm of travel, while concealing 


Q elisys normally does a pretty 
good job of turning out 
attractive-looking monitors, even if the 
picture quality hasn't always been the 
best. With the new TL966B, however, 
the company has managed to combine 
elegant and uncluttered design with 
excellent picture quality, and all for 

an amazingly low price. 

Scan down the specification sheet, 
turn the LCD upside down, and it's hard 
to see where any corners have been 
cut. The screen has the same fast 
25ms response time and wide 
1/0-degree viewing angle as its 
contemporaries, while boasting a huge 
/00:1 contrast ratio and great maximum 
brightness level of 300 cd/m’, which 
is enough to put many of its more 
expensive rivals firmly in the shade. 


SAMSUNG SyncMaster 192V 


PRICE £480 (£408 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER Samsung 0208 391 0168 
INFO www.samsungelectronics.co.uk 
WARRANTY Three years 


Windows 95, 98, 2000, Me, NT, XP 
SXGA graphics 





SAMSUNG 
SYNCMASTER 192V 


0090000 
KOE AAA 8) 


OVERALL 


Features 








© ou can normally rely on 
Samsung to offer great quality 
monitors at knock-down prices. 
However, the specs of the 192V aren't 
going to turn many heads. The 500:1 
maximum contrast ratio is merely 
average, and the 250 cd/m?’ maximum 
brightness distinctly so-so. On top of 
this, theres no provision for a digital 
video input, even if, unlike the slightly 
cheaper CTX, the analogue feed has a 
D-Sub socket rather than a hard-wired 
cable. Continuing with the notable 
absentees, the stand is tilt-only, 
without any swivel facility, and there 
are no built-in speakers. 

On-screen menu choices are 
similarly basic with, for example, only 
reddish and bluish colour choices, 
plus a user-defined set-up option for 
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any length of stand that 
youre not using. 
Brightness and contrast 
are both good, although 
the brightness setting 
needs to be bumped up 
towards the top of the 
scale to produce the best 
results. Even so, the Philips 
makes good use of Its 
slightly second-best 500:1 maximum 
contrast ratio and 250 cd/m” brightness 
level to give good tonal range. When it 
comes to colour rendition, the screen 
works best in the sRGB setting, 
although the 6500K setting for image 
management is very similar. On top of 
that, you get a bluish 9300K setting 
and a general-purpose Native panel 
colour option, as well as user-defined 


You also get the double 
analogue and digital video 
inputs, and even a pair of 
Speakers built in, along 
with an internal power 
supply to cut down on 
lumpy external boxes 
scattered on the floor. 
Colour temperature 
adjustments feature 6500K, 
7500K and 9300K presets, which offer 
good rendition for photo work, cool 
bluish tones for CAD and a nice 
intermediate setting for general 
purpose use, as well as offering full 
user-defined settings. The brightness 
and contrast work best at around 80 
per cent of their maximum values, but 
this still leaves plenty in reserve for 
harsher ambient lighting conditions. 


tweaking the red, green 

and blue channels. In spite 

of this, the colour rendition 

is Surprisingly good, and 

once the auto-tune feature 

has done its bit (a process 

that took a couple of 

attempts on our test 

sample), the picture is 

perfectly sharp. Tonal 

separation is also very good across 
the whole range, from deepest black 
to brightest white, with brightness 
favouring an 80 per cent setting, and 
contrast best at 50 per cent. 

As for the design, the Samsung 
incorporates the silver finish and 
slimline bezel now popular with LCD 
manufacturers everywhere. A nice 
touch is the clip-on back panel at 





tweakery. For basic use, the Advanced 
AUTO’ adjustment option gets 
everything pretty much spot on. 

With the 190B4, Philips has 
managed to build good picture quality 
into a genuinely smart and stylish 
surround. Finding optimum brightness 
and contrast can be very slightly trickier 
than on some other screens but, 
overall, its a great performer. 





The menu system works very 
well, with the range of five neatly- 
camouflaged front panel buttons and, 
in addition to this, you get a proper 
volume dial and headphone socket on 
the underside of the monitor surround. 
All things considered, it would be 
difficult to criticise the TL966B if it 
were £100 dearer. And at this price, 
its an absolute steal. 





the rear of the stand, which enables 
you to neatly stow away the mains 
cable and video lead. 

The Samsung is one of the cheaper 
LCDs on test this month but, with its 
lack of digital video input or any other 
extras, theres very little to recommend 
it over the even cheaper Relisys LCD, 
while it also lacks the polish of the 
Philips, which costs only £20 more. 











SHARP LL-T19D1-B 


PRICE £599 (£509 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER Sharp 0800 138 8879 
INFO wwwsharp.co.uk 
WARRANTY Three years 


Windows 95, 98, 2000, Me, NT, XP 
SXGA graphics 





SHARP LL-T19D1-B 





Value 0090000000 
Features 00900900900060 
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OVERALL 





sony SDM-X93 


PRICE £551 (£469 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER Sony 0870 511 1999 
INFO www.sony.co.uk 
WARRANTY Three years 


Windows 95, 98, 2000, Me, NT, XP 
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SONY SDM-X93 

Value 00900900900009 
08000000000 
Performance @0 0000009000 


OVERALL 


Features 


ap he Sharp is the most expensive 
19in LCD on test, but if any proof 
were needed that ‘you get what you 
pay for’ then the LL-T19D1-B supplies - 
it in some style. Perfectly framed by 

a neat black bezel is arguably the 
best-quality picture we've ever seen 
from an LCD panel. Its fed by three 
video inputs — two analogue and one 
digital, giving you plenty of scope in 
terms of connections. 

The auto adjustment feature works 
perfectly, fine-tuning all the settings to 
give you a razor-sharp display. Colour 
and general viewing adjustments are 
made by selecting various screen 
modes, which include Standard, Office, 
SRGB and Vivid. In addition to these, 
there are separate manual adjustments 
for white balance, including Cool, 


W) eve never seen a duff Sony 
monitor, and the new SDM-X93 
is no exception. Those who suspect 
that you ‘pay more for the name’ with 
Sony, can rest assured that, even at 
£551, this 19in LCD offers exceptional 
value for money, as well as stunning 
picture quality. 

Like the Sharp, the Sony provides 
three video inputs (two analogue and 
one digital), but it also includes built-in 
speakers. A nice touch is that each 
of the video feeds comes with an 
adjacent audio input socket so, when 
you switch from one video feed to 
another, the input changes accordingly. 

Another similarity between the 
Sony and the Sharp is that the SDM- 
X93 provides a three-step tonal set-up, 
which adds a backlight adjustment to 


viewsonic VG910s 


PRICE £584 (£497 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER ViewSonic 0129 364 3900 
INFO wwwviewsoniceurope.com/uk 
WARRANTY Three years 


Windows 95, 98, 2000, Me, NT, XP 
SXGA graphics 


VIEWSONIC VG910S 
Value 0090000 
00900000 
Performance © @ 0 000 


OVERALL 


Features 


| 


V) iewSonic was among the first 
manufacturers to turn out smart- 
looking silver and black LCD monitors 
but, now that nearly everyones doing 
it, the VG910s doesn't look so special. 
The shiny stick-on logo and even 
shinier row of eight control buttons do 
little to improve matters, or to make the 
screen stand out from the crowd. 
Aesthetics aside, the auto-adjust 
feature works well at adapting to the 
video feed, and both analogue and 
digital signals are catered for with a 
pair of input connectors on the rear. A 
Stereo audio input socket, and a clip- 
on panel keep the cables out of sight, 
so the ViewSonic looks almost as tidy 
from the back as it does from the front. 


The colour adjustment is varied, 
with 9300K, 6500K, 5400K and 5000K 
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Standard, Warm and a 
fourth preset that can 
be user-defined. 

Tonal separation is 
perfection itself, with every 
Step of our 64-step test 
chart clearly defined. This 
accuracy IS due, in no 
small measure, to the 
three-adjustment set-up 
offered by the control interface, which 
takes into account black level, as well 
as contrast and brightness. All in all, it's 
quick and easy to achieve a perfect 
picture in pretty much any viewing 
conditions, while the height-adjustable 
Stand adds to the ergonomic appeal. 

One thing lacking in the Sharps 
line-up is a pair of built-in speakers, 
but then again, with such a picture- 


the two more usual 
brightness and contrast 
settings. Using all three, 
you can be assured of 
tonal separation that is 
spot on across the entire 
range, from absolute black 
to brightest white. 

On the face of it, the 
colour options are pretty 
basic, with just the blueish 9300K and 
reddish 6500K settings, though on top 
of an additional ‘user-defined’ colour 
temperature setting, there are no less 
than three individual Gamma settings 
on offer. Using all the controls on 
hand, which are accessed through a 
wonderfully simple menu system, you 
can fine-tune the picture to your 
requirements. And if ecology is more 


colour temperature 
settings, as well as sRGB 
and user-defined presets. 
On the whole, colour 
rendition is very good. 
However, brightness and 
contrast dont fare quite as 
well. While we were able 
to separate all the 64 steps 
of greyscale in our test 
chart (albeit with careful adjustment 

of the contrast and brightness controls), 
the overall picture always tended 

to be a little dull and lacklustre, 
compared with most of the other 
screens on test. This doesn't really 
matter for word processing, 
spreadsheets and other office 
applications; in fact the more muted 
screen can be positively relaxing to 








AE tt 


YF Se 


perfect screen, it would be a shame 
to spoil things with the kind of harsh 
sound quality you always get from 
such tiny speaker drivers. 

Theres no getting away from the 
fact that the Sharp is expensive for a 
19in LCD. However, it has a real 
‘professional’ quality to it that makes It 
more than worth the extra few pounds 
compared with most of its competitors. 
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important to you than picture quality, 
there are four different ‘Eco’ settings, 
dimming down the four backlights. 
The stand is also height-adjustable. 

In terms of picture perfection, the 
richness of colour for more vibrant 
tones is marginally better on the Sharp. 
But at nearly £50 cheaper, and with 
added sound, the Sony makes for the 
best all-round buy, 





look at for long periods. But it does 
mean that digital photos can appear 
a little muted. 

The ViewSonic is ultimately 
a rather ordinary looking display, 
with ordinary performance to match. 
With it being pitched at the more 
expensive end of the price scale, 
we were hoping for something rather 
more impressive. 


PCPlus 216 | Spring 2004 i 








LCD SCREENS 









































Manufacturer Acer Belinea BenQ CTX Eizo 

Model AL 1931 10 19 20 FP991 $962A FlexScan L767 

Price £529 (£450 ex VAT) £519 (£442 ex VAT) £539 (£459 ex VAT) £450 (£383 ex VAT) £589 (£501 ex VAT) 

Supplier Acer 0870 900 2237 Belinea 01344 78 8910 BenQ 01442 30 1000 CTX 01923 81 0800 Eizo 01483 71 9500 
Www.acer.co.uk www.belinea.co.uk www.benq.co.uk www.ctxeurope.com www.eizo.co.uk 

Screen size 19in 19in 19in 19in 19in 

Native resolution 1,280x1,024 1,280x1,024 1,280x1,024 1,280x1024 1,280x1024 

Dot pitch 0.294mm 0.294mm 0.294mm 0.294mm 0.294mm 

Contrast ratio 700:1 600:1 700:1 700:1 500:1 

Brightness 300 cd/m’ 250 cd/m? 300 cd/m? 250 cd/m? 250 cd/m’ 

Response time 25ms 25ms 25ms 25ms 25ms 

Horizontal viewing angle 170 degrees 170 degrees 170 degrees 170 degrees 170 degrees 

Vertical viewing angle 170 degrees 170 degrees 170 degrees 170 degrees 170 degrees 

Video inputs 4 2 2 1 2 

Analog D-Sub Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes 

DVI Yes Yes Yes No Yes 

S-Video Yes No No No No 

AV Composite Yes No No No No 

USB hub No No No No No 

Speakers Yes Yes No Yes Yes 

Mains adaptor External Internal External Internal Internal 

Size 423x422x172mm 420x420x175mm 402x392x183mm 482x560x138mm 415x406-456x216mm 

Weight 6kg 5.9kg 8.5kg 5.9kg 6.6kg 

Tilt/Swivel Stand Tilt only Tilt and Height Tilt and Swivel Tilt only Tilt and Height 

Pivot for portrait mode No Yes Yes No No 

Kensington lock support Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes 

VESA wall mount support Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes 

Warranty 1 year (extendable to 3) 3 years 3 years 3 years 5 years 
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Manufacturer Hitachi LG NEC Philips Relisys Sati 

Model CML 200UXW L1920P MultiSync LCD1960NX 190B4 TL966B 

Street Price £945 (£804 ex VAT) £581 (£494 ex VAT) £569 (£484 ex VAT) £499 (£425 ex VAT) £415 (£353 ex VAT) 

Supplier Hitachi 01628 643000 LG Electronics 0870 607 NEC 020 8993 8111 Philips 020 8689 2166 Relisys TECO 0161 232 6000 
www.hitachidigitalmedia.com 5544 wwwige.co.uk www.nec.co.uk www.philips.co.uk www.relisys.co.uk 

Screen size 20.1-in 19in 19in 19in 19in 

Native resolution 1,600 x 1,200 1,280x1,024 1,280x1,024 1,280x1,024 1,280x1,024 

Dot pitch 0.255mm 0.294mm 0.294mm 0.294mm 0.294mm 

Contrast ratio 500:1 500:1 600:1 500:1 700:1 

Brightness 250 cd/m? 250 cd/m? 250 cd/m’? 250 cd/m? 300 cd/m? 

Response time 25ms 25ms 25ms 25ms 25ms 

Horizontal viewing angle 170 degrees 176 degrees 170 degrees 170 degrees 170 degrees 

Vertical viewing angle 170 degrees 176 degrees 170 degrees 170 degrees 170 degrees 

Video inputs 2 2 2 2 2 

Analog D-Sub Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes 

DVI Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes 

S-Video No No No No No 

AV Composite No No No No No 

USB hub No Yes No No No 

Speakers Yes No No No Yes 

Mains adaptor Internal Internal Internal Internal Internal 

PHYSICAL 

Size 494x448x224mm 439x261x424mm 416x389-499x190mm 425x377-447x235mm 422x418x210mm 

Weight 11kg 6.5kg 7.8kg 7kg 6.5kg 

Tilt/Swivel Stand Tilt and Swivel Tilt only Tilt, Swivel and Height Tilt, Swivel and Height Tilt only 

Pivot for portrait mode No No No No No 

Kensington lock support Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes 

VESA wall mount support Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes 

Warranty 3 years 3 years 3 years 3 years 3 years 
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DETAILS re 

Manufacturer Samsung Sharp Sony huts ViewSonic 

Model SyncMaster 192V LL-T19D1-B SDM-X93 VG910s 

Price £480 (£408 ex VAT) £599 (£509 ex VAT) £551 (£469 ex VAT) £584 (£497 ex VAT) 

Supplier Samsung 020 8391 0168 Sharp 0800 138 8879 Sony 0870 511 1999 ViewSonic 01293 64 3900 
www.samsungelectronics.co.uk www.sharp.co.uk WWww.sony.co.uk www.viewsoniceurope.com/uk 

Screen size 19in 19in 19in 19in 

Native resolution 1,280x1,024 1,280x1,024 1,280x1,024 1,280x1,024 

Dot pitch 0.294mm 0.294mm 0.294mm 0.294mm 

Contrast ratio 500:1 700:1 600:1 600:1 

Brightness 250 cd/m’ 300 cd/m’ 300 cd/m’ 250 cd/m’ 

Response time 25ms 25ms 25ms 25ms 

Horizontal viewing angle 170 degrees 170 degrees 170 degrees 170 degrees 

Vertical viewing angle 170 degrees 170 degrees 170 degrees 170 degrees 

Video inputs 1 3 3 2 

Analog D-Sub Yes Yes (x2) Yes Yes 

DVI No Yes Yes (x2) Yes 

S-Video No No No No 

AV Composite No No No No 

USB hub No No No No 

Speakers No No Yes Yes 

Mains adaptor Internal Internal Internal Internal 

Size 428x433x204mm 420x382-435x218mm 412x395-506x232mm 422x439x181mm 

Weight 6.7kg 73kg 75kg 7.5kg 

Tilt/Swivel Stand Tilt only Tilt, Swivel and Height Tilt, Swivel and Height Tilt only 

Pivot for portrait mode No No No No 

Kensington lock support Yes Yes Yes Yes 

VESA wall mount support Yes Yes Yes Yes 

Warranty 3 years 3 years 3 years 3 years 
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Technology Focus 
Is the end of the CRT at hand? And why does a 20.1in display cost double that of a 19in model? 
L) CD technology is wonderfully simple. It’s based Samsung and Sharp are also offering high definition LCD 
on TFT (Thin Film Transistor) arrays, in which the TV sets based on their computer screen technology as 

Opaqueness of liquid crystals forming each pixel vary self-contained units, with prices starting at around 
according to the voltage applied to them. Separate £400. LCDs are also beginning to make an impact in 
layers of TFTs are overlaid, complete with colour filters, the big-screen home entertainment arena, with prices 
to build up the overall RGB signal required for a full to rival plasma screens for 30 to 40in sets. Overall, you 
colour display. The complete sandwich is then backlit can expect to see LCD screens taking hold in your living 
by a number of CCF (Cold Cathode Fluorescent) panels, room as well as on your desk. 
similar to those found in flatbed scanners. But if 19in displays are becoming affordable, this Lab 

Advances in manufacturing over the last couple Test proves that 20in LCDs are still a luxury item. What's 
of years mean that highly accurate colour rendition, in an inch? To put it in perspective, you can buy two of 
excellent tonal range, separation and superb brightness the Relisys TL966Bs reviewed this month for the price a 
are now commonplace in the LCD monitor market. This of a single Hitachi CML 200UXW. As consumers desire 7 isser 
is certainly borne out in the group of 19in displays on It's all a question of production. Where manufacturers ee 
test here. Meanwhile, the relatively high native used to crank out as many 15in LCD panels as they niore of these aah beasts. 
resolution of 1,280x1,024 pixels in a 19in LCD screen could, they're now shifting production to the larger and 
combine a large viewing area with the ability more lucrative sizes. Consequently, as the supply of 17in 
to fit a great deal of information on the screen. and 19in panels has risen, so prices have fallen. while 

With recent great strides in LCD performance and the 17in displays were big in 2003, 19in displays should 
next generation of flat panels, in the shape of OLED show the biggest growth this year, and with notebooks 
technology (Organic Light-Emitting Diode), still some moving from 14.1in displays to 15in panels, there may 
way Off, it's now something of a golden age for LCD also be a renaissance for the smaller LCD sizes. 
computer screens. Compact, lightweight models are As LCDs continue to become a viable mainstream 
filling retailers shelves but also spilling over into other option, the larger CRT sizes are becoming comparative 
areas, most notably that of TV sets. bargains. You can buy a 19in CRT for just over £100, 

Many manufacturers of PC monitors also include while 21in CRT units can be bought for £500. CRTs are 
optional TV tuners in their line-ups, making them still the best choice for graphics professionals, due to 
an ideal choice for home users whose space is at better picture quality and colour fidelity. But the times, 
a premium. However, top-name brands like Philips, they are a-changin. 
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Sony SDM-X93 


PRICE £551 (£469 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER Sony, 0870 511 1999 
INFO www-sony.co.uk 
WARRANTY Three years 


w) ith a street price of £551, the Sony is far from 


being the most expensive screen on test, but its 
classy design, complete with height-adjustable stand, 
make it look like it should be. With separate controls for 
backlight intensity, as well as contrast and brightness, 
and superb colour rendition, its a screen that can make 


even dull digital photos look stunning. 


The Sony is great for text work as well, with razor- 


sharp fonts and no interference set up by even the 





Relisys TL966B 


PRICE £415 (£353 ex VAT) 

SUPPLIER Relisys TECO 0161 232 6000 
INFO www.relisys.co.uk 

WARRANTY Three years 


© n specifications alone, the Relisys looks better 
than many monitors with an extra £100 or more 


on the price tag. More importantly, the TL966B manages 


to translate its specs into a cracking on-screen picture. 
Features include both analogue and digital video 


LCD SCREENS 





fiercest test patterns. Other nice touches include 
separate audio inputs for each of the three video feeds. 
From the earliest days of the legendary Sony 
Trinitron TV sets, the company has consistently 
manufactured display screens of the highest standards. 
The SDM-X93 is the latest in an illustrious line of LCDs, 
and is a worthy winner of our Editors Choice award. 
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BEST PERFORMER 


Sharp LL-T19D1-B 


PRICE £599 (£509 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER Sharp 0800 138 8879 
INFO wwwssharp.co.uk 
WARRANTY Three years 


a hanks to a novel three-pronged offensive on 
getting perfect tonal range, which consists of a 
black level adjustment as well as the usual brightness 
and contrast settings, the Sharp lives up to its name in 
terms of greyscale accuracy. Add to that Its excellent 
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They're only the same in terms of inches: here's 
how to get the most monitor for your money 


LCD quality is finally 
coming of age, as proven 
by this excellent range of 
19in screens 


Group testing LCD monitors a 
couple of years ago was much 
more fun. With appalling colour 
rendition, and thin viewing angles 
that demanded viewers get their 
heads into exactly the right position 
before they could see anything at 
all, there was plenty to ridicule. 
Even a few short months ago, 
when we did a group test of 

17in LCDs, the performance was 
variable, to say the least. How 
things have changed. 

This batch of the latest 19in 
screens is most remarkable 
because each and every model 
in the test is extremely consistent. 
Sharpness, and the ability to 
reproduce complex calibration 
charts, without any sign of 
interference patterns on screen, 
is a true indication of quality 
across the board. Colour rendition, 
historically always a sticking point 
with LCDs, has also been refined, 
to the point where all the screens 
on test delivered extremely natural- 
looking digital photos. 

Another step forward has been 
in terms of viewing angles. All the 
screens on test boast viewing 
angles in both the vertical and 
horizontal planes of 170 degrees or 
more. If things get any better than 
this, then the only way you won't 
be able see a good picture is by 
standing behind the monitor. More 
to the point, while today’s viewing 
angles are generously wide, the 
differences in contrast and 
brightness between viewing 
positions are also much reduced, 
which is further good news. 

19in is the new size of choice. 
Offering a more-than-respectable 
1,280x1,024 pixel display, you not 
only get plenty of room for office 
apps, web pages and digital 
photos, but text size is also 
perfectly readable without having 
to hit the zoom button. Being the 
currently-favoured size for LCDs, it's 
also the area most hotly contested 
by manufacturers in the pricing 
stakes, so you can expect the best 
monitor for your outlay. 


inputs, plus an audio input with two speakers, a volume 
control and headphone output. Everything is neatly 

wrapped up in a stylish package, with a build quality and 
finish that suggest its anything other than a budget item. 


colour rendition and pin-sharp accuracy, and you have 

an LCD with astounding performance. The overall picture 
quality even marginally outstrips that of the Sony but, at 
£50 extra, it doesn't quite carry off the Editors Choice title. 
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BuyPCBits Carrera Octan CCL Elementary Evesham Axis JAL Monarch Mesh Matrix Microland TECH 
Encore 3200+ 2800 Plus AS28-XT BasePoint XP 64 3000++ 2800 Plus 2800+ GFX Plus 216.01 
36 36 37 2800+ 38 38 40 40 
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£699 PCs 





Our top award for products 
that combine exceptional 
performance and quality with 
superb value for money 





Awarded to products that 
excel in our performance 
and quality tests, where 
money is less important 


Awarded to products that 
represent outstanding value 
for money, giving you more 
bangs per buck 





Simon Williams 
simon.williams@futurenet.co.uk 
Simon Williams has been an IT 
journalist for 20 years and has 
spent half that time dissecting 


computers, peripherals and the 
software they run 


Big on features, 
Small on prices 


Panning for gold in the mainstream of desktop PCs, 
Simon Williams turns up some real gems at low prices 


hat sort of PC would you expect 
to be able to buy for £700, 
excluding VAT? While this price 
is slap bang in the middle of the bracket 
many suppliers consider their sweet spot, 
we were still surprised to find such a good 
range of well-configured machines. 

While we expected to see some fast 
systems, we didn't expect the kind of highly- 
configured PCs we received from the majority 
of manufacturers here. We've got machines 
with the fastest 32-bit AMD processors, CD 
and DVD rewriters, hard drives with over 
150GB of storage space, and plenty of fast 3D 
graphics adaptors, complete with TV support. 

Perhaps the biggest variation, and the area 
where some suppliers made a saving to 
fund other components, was the monitor. 


THE PC PLUS BENCHMARK FOR PCs 
PROVIDES INFORMATION YOU CAN TRUST 


The benchmark score for PCs is derived from a comprehensive set of real 
computing tests which evaluate every aspect of a PC system, not just the 
speed of the processor. The score provides an objective, scientific speed 


Were still in the transition phase between 
the Cathode Ray Tube (CRT) monitors and 
the more expensive LCD flat panels, and 
some suppliers stuck to the older, cheaper 
technology, which gave them the extra 
budget to put in larger hard drives or faster 
graphics cards. Others supplied small LCD 
displays to stay within budget, while others 
opted for 17in LCDs, but were forced to 
modify the rest of their system's specification 
downwards to offset the cost. 

These are the kind of decisions PC 
manufacturers have to make all the time, but 
it means the variety of systems available at a 
price point such as this is wide. This group of 
£699 PCs represents some of the best value 
for money around, and this Lab Test will help 
you decide on the best one for your needs. 


Your guarantee 


The manufacturers have 
guaranteed that these PCs 
will be available with their 
featured specifications while 
this issue of PC Plus is on 
sale — from 14/04/04 to 
11/05/04. Any component 
changes will be due to 
unforeseen shortages. Note: 
replacement parts may 
increase the system price. 





rating and is based on a score of 1.0 for PC with a LGHz Athlon processor, 


1.5GHz CPU 
256MB RAM 
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Special Reserve Tiny.COM 256MB PC100 SDRAM, 10GB UDMA 100 7200 Maxtor hard drive, NVIDIA 
MAXX4D P4 Tornado 3000XL Quadro 64MB. 

3000 41 

41 
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PRICE £8721 (£699 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER BuyPCBits 
0870 922 1505 

INFO www.buypcbits.com 
WARRANTY Three years 
back-to-base 


PCPlus 
3SDMARK2003 


3,000 6,000 9,000 12,000 


PCPlus 


BENCHMARK INDEX 
1 2 


15 GHz CPU 
256MB RAM 








BUYPCBITS 
ENCORE 3200+ 





Value 0090000900 
Features 009000900900 
Performance AA Ae) 








PRICE £821 (£699 ex VAT) 

SUPPLIER Carrera 0871 222 3456 
INFO www.carrera.co.uk 

WARRANTY Three years on-site plus 
two years back-to-base, labour only 


PCPlus 
SDMARK2003 


3,000 6,000 9,000 12,000 


PCPlus 


BENCHMARK INDEX 
1 2 
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CARRERA OCTAN 
2800 PLUS 


Features 00900000 
O E AAA e) 
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SUYPCBITS 
Encor 


O uyPCBits has decided to go for a 
strong video sub-system in its 


Encore 3200+. It used a Leadtek version 
of the GeForce FX 5/00, which includes 
useful extra input and output sockets 
for basic video editing and 256MB 
of video memory for games and 
video entertainment. It seems a little 
incongruous, therefore, to choose a 
15in BenQ LCD monitor to run all this in 
to. Although the monitor gives a good 
picture, the screen area Is essentially 
as restricted as a typical notebook’. 
The system is built around an 
Athlon XP 3200+, currently AMD's top 


CARRERA 
Octan 2806 


O arrera uses a 1/in Sharp LCD 
monitor as the display for its 
Octan 2800 Plus machine and it's 
arguably the highlight of the system; 
its clear, has good contrast, and 
is smoothly backlit. The obvious 
downside is that it takes a relatively 
large bite out of the overall budget. 
AMD chips prove a very cost- 
effective solution at this price point, 
and this Carrera system uses an Athlon 
XP 2800+, backed with 512MB of 
AQOMHz memory. Theres cash left for 
a /6.6GB ExcelStor hard drive, although 
this looks cramped in comparison to Its 
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of the range 32-bit processor, and 
BuyPCBits has backed this up with 
512MB of 400MHz memory, a 
combination that should ensure good 
performance. A 114GB Maxtor hard 
drive provides fixed storage, and it's 
encouraging to see a DVD rewriter here, 
alongside the 16-speed DVD-ROM unit. 
Sound comes from the six-channel 
nForce2 chip, and runs a set of Kinyo 
Home Theatre speakers, a make and 
model we haven't encountered before. 
Theres a decent-sized sub-woofer for 
bass reproduction, and a control box 
complete with an infra-red remote. 





competitors. Unfortunately theres no 
DVD rewriter in the line-up, so you 
wont be able to archive large chunks 
of data to DVD. At least theres a CD-RW 
to go with the DVD-ROM drive. 

The LCD monitor is driven by an 
Ali Radeon 9800 All-in-Wonder card, 
which gives you the facility for video 
work, and provides TV input via an 
appropriate aerial socket. Sound is 
provided by the six-channel output 
from the nForce? chipset on the 
system board, and Carrera provides a 
cheap pair of Isunami speakers — not 
unexpected considering the cheapness 


In use 

The specification of key components 
within the BuyPCBits system ensures 
good performance, but we were 
surprised the Encore 3200+ didn't do 
better on both the SYSmark and PC 
Mark tests. A PC Plus Index of 2.63 is 
nothing to sniff at, but when you 
compare it with the results from 
systems using processors such as the 
Athlon XP 2800+ in this group, you'll 
see its nothing special. The 3DMark 
index of 11,/44 is also a very 
reasonable figure, but again this is low, 
compared with several rivals using 
Radeon-based video systems. 


Service and support 

BuyPCBits offers a three-year, back-to- 
base warranty with this PC, which is a 
reasonable term, although we would 
like to see some of this based on 
on-site cover. The company claims a 
turnaround of two working days on 
warranty repairs. 


Conclusion 

This is a generally well-conceived 
system, with strong sound and good 
video, although the visuals run into a 
comparatively small monitor. The 
system comes with Works 2000, an 
unusually old version of the software, 
and some useful video editing 
software from Pinnacle and Ulead. 


of the machine. They do, however, 
produce a reasonable mid-frequency 
response, albeit with very little bass. 


In use 

Test results were up and down. A PC 
Plus Index of 2.51 is rather low for this 
class of processor, but the 3DMark 
result of 13482 is a competitive score. 
A 3DMark03 figure of 3,684 endorses 
the raw 3D power of the set-up, and 
means this machine can moonlight as 
a games system, media centre and 
video editing suite. 


Service and support 

Carrera provides a five-year warranty 
with the Octan 2800+, comprising three 
years on-site cover followed by a 
further two years back-to-base, with 
labour only. This is a generous support 
package, and well-worth noting. It 
should leave you with few worries 
over breakdowns for most of the 
machines early life. 


Conclusion 

This is a fair system, although there are 
a couple of gaping holes, such as the 
lack of a DVD rewriter, and a lower 
capacity hard drive than some of the 
other machines. It does come with a 
copy of Ability Office and the WinDVD 
Suite, but isn’t the top value bundle 
offered this month. 











Gp he monitor defines many of 
the machines being tested this 
month, and CCL has decided to go for 
a 19in, flat-faced CRT as opposed to a 
more modern LCD display. It's a huge 
bit of kit, but its low value opens up 
a large chunk of the budget for other 
devices. Like the Carrera system, the 
AS28-XT uses an Athlon XP 2800+ as 
its processor and backs it with 512MB 
of memory, although this is the slower 
333MHz variety. Will this have an effect 
on the overall performance? 

The hard drive is a 153GB Hitachi, 
one of the largest in the group, and 





O lementary’s BasePoint XP 2800+ 
is a hefty machine, at least one 


drive-height taller than the competition. 


Styled similarly to Carreras desktops, 
with a black case and clear acrylic 
front panel, the system does indeed 
have five 5.25in drive bays and three 
at 3.5in, all external. 

This is another system that's based 
around an Athlon XP 2800+ processor, 
again with 512MB of memory and a 
hard drive offering 115GB of storage 
space. Theres also an NEC DVD 
rewriter, a Mitsumi DVD-ROM and 
the ubiquitous 3.5in floppy drive. 


enough for just about any data you 
might want to hold. An interesting 
combination of ‘silver disc’ drives 
couples a Sony DVD rewriter with its 
CD-RW stable-mate, giving you virtually 
any combination of reading and writing. 
Theres a floppy drive of course, but 
also a seven-way card reader, complete 
with a front-mounted USB 2.0 port. 

The graphics output comes 
courtesy of a Radeon 9600XT card 
from Sapphire, and a Pinnacle TV card 
partners this. The graphics signal is fed 
to that 19in CTX CRT, a desk-hogger, but 
its right up there with Iiyama and 


Sound comes from the six-channel 
nForce2 chip on the system board, and 
the AIX back panel includes extra jack 
sockets for the rear sound channels, so 
you don't have to unplug microphone 
and line inputs when you want to run 
51-channel sound. In fact, the extra 
sockets are a little superfluous on this 
system, as it comes supplied with a 
set of VideoLogic ZXR 200 speakers, 
offering 2.1 output. 

The video system is based on a 
GeForce FX 5/00 graphics card from 
Sparkle, which drives another 15in 
BenQ LCD monitor. Theres quite a spate 


£699 PCs 


Mitsubishi for picture quality and ease- 
of-use. The sound, meanwhile, comes 
from the six-channel nForce2 chipset 
on the system board, and feeds to a 
set of Creative P580 speakers for a 
generally good audio experience. 


In use 

Surprisingly, given its Athlon XP 2800+ 
processor, the CCL machine produced 
a PC Plus Index of 2.60, only a shade 
under that from the BuyPCBits 
machine, which uses the 3200+ 
variant of the chip. The AS28-XT does 
well on the 3DMark benchmark, too, 
with an index of 12,151. The more 
taxing 3DMark05 test produced an 
index of 3,620, reinforcing the strong 
3D performance of the system. 


Service and support 

CCL offers a three-year warranty; a year 
on-site with a one-day callout and two 
years back-to-base, labour only with a 
fairly slow turnaround of seven working 
days. It would be good to see longer 
cover for component failures. 


Conclusion 

This is an excellent PC for the price, 
with the performance to push it to a 
different level from most of the others 
in this group. It comes with a copy of 
Microsoft Works 7 Pinnacle Studio 8 
and Pinnacle Instant CD/DVD. 


of these flat panels in this group, and 
although we quoted a 15in LCD as part 
of our minimum spec, we had hoped 
that most would beat that. We feel 
that a 17in CRT monitor is generally 
preferable, unless you have very little 
Space on your desk. 


In use 

The performance of the BasePoint 
XP 2800+ is good in parts. SYSmark 
returns figures that give the system 
a PC Plus Index of 2.55, which lies 
pretty much in the middle of the field. 
3DMark produces an overall index of 
11,494 which is at the lower end of 
the figures we saw this month. This 
is reflected in the 3DMark03 result of 
2,990, as well. 


Service and support 

Elementary offers what must be seen 
as a no-frills warranty. Just one year, 
back-to-base cover, but at least the 
company claims a one day turnaround 
on most warranty repairs. 


Conclusion 

Elementary bundles a copy of Ability 
Office as well as Panda Anti-Virus, plus 
DVD and CD-RW utilities, but overall, 
although this is a perfectly adequate 
mid-price PC, it doesn't go quite far 
enough to make it stand out from the 
assembled £899 crowd. 





PRICE £821 (£699 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER CCL 01274 47 1257 

INFO www.cclcomputers.co.uk 
WARRANTY One year on-site plus 
two years back-to-base, labour only 
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PRICE £821 (£699 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER Elementary Computers 
01923 23 0773 

INFO www.elementary.co.uk 
WARRANTY One year back-to-base 
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BASEPOINT XP2800+ 
Value 009000000 
00900000 
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PRICE £8721 (£699 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER Evesham 

0870 160 9500 

INFO www.evesham.com 
WARRANTY lwo years on-site plus 
one year back-to-base 
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PRICE £8721 (£699 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER JAL 0870 752 5810 
INFO wwwial.co.uk 
WARRANTY [wo years on-site 
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Q he feature of note in Eveshams 
striking system is an Athlon 64 
3000+ processor. Running at 2GHz, 
this 64-bit Athlon chip shows a clean 
pair of heels to most 32-bit Athlon XP 
processors, even though its running 
32-bit software. 

Fitting this heavyweight chip 
hasn't meant that Evesham has had to 
economise too heavily in other areas, 
either. It still includes 512MB of 400MHz 
memory, and a 152GB serial ATA hard 
drive. Theres no DVD rewriter, but you 
do get a CD-RW, and a 16-speed 
DVD-ROM drive, both Sony-badged. 


Oo AL has made many of the same 
choices as other manufacturers 
in the group, using an Athlon 2800+ 
as the core processor in its Monarch 
2800 Plus, and backing it up with 
512MB of 333MHz memory. Theres also 
a 114GB, Serial ATA Maxtor hard drive 
for fixed storage, but no DVD rewriter 
on the removable side. A CD-RW and 
a DVD-ROM are fitted, however, so 
you still have the ability to archive 
and copy to CD. 

Sound is again provided by the six- 
channel output of the nForce2 chipset 
on the system board, but here it drives 
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Sound output is from the six- 
channel C-Media chip on the system 
board and, as with the Elementary 
machine, there are extra jack sockets 
at the rear, So you can connect a 51 
speaker system at the same time as 
microphone and line-in sources. In 
Eveshams case, this flexibility is put 
to good effect by the supplied Creative 
Inspire P580 speakers. 

The graphics card is an Ali Radeon 
9800SE All-in-Wonder, giving strong 
performance and incorporating both 
TV and video functions. It drives a 1/in 
ViewSonic flat-faced monitor, which 





a set of Altec Lansing 251 speakers, 
which give a good frequency response 
throughout the range, and an effective 
environmental sound. 

Video output comes from a 256MB 
Ali Radeon 9600 Pro graphics card, 
which we would expect to have a 
good 3D performance, and runs a 15in 
Sharp LCD monitor. While this is one 
of the best 15in LCD panels, you still 
feel a bit cramped on the Windows 
desktop. You'll have to weigh the 
advantages of the small LCD footprint 
against the disadvantages of a 
comparatively small screen size. 


produces a good picture, although it 
obviously has a smaller desktop area 
than CCLs 19in CTX display. 


In use 

As you might expect from the 
specifications of this machine, it 
produces some good figures. Best of 
these is a PC Plus Index of 3.02, around 
20 per cent higher than for most of 
the Athlon XP 2800+-based systems. 
The faster Radeon graphics card also 
shows it's punch on the 3DMark 
benchmarks, producing 15427 on the 
2O0ISE test, and 3,/91 on 3DMark03. 


Service and support 

Evesham provides a three-year 
warranty with the Axis 64 5000++, the 
first two years of which are on-site, 
with the final year back-to-base, but 
still including parts costs as well as 
labour. This is very good cover, which Is 
bettered only by Carrera, and Evesham 
claims one working day for both 
callout and turnaround. 


Conclusion 

Even with only a 1/in CRI, this is still an 
excellent PC, with the performance to 
push it to a different level from most of 
the others in the group. With Microsoft 
Works 7 Pinnacle Studio 8 and Pinnacle 
Instant CD/DVD included, It's a very 
good system for the price. 


In use 

The benchmark results for the Monarch 
2800 Plus are a mixed bag; a PC Plus 
Index of 2.69 is better than several 
others in the group, but the 3DMark 
2001SE Index of 9646 isn't particularly 
impressive, and the 3DMark03 result 
of 2,698 is one of the lowest recorded 
here. So, while the Monarch may be 
adequate for everyday tasks, gaming 
performance is likely to be a little on 
the sluggish side. 


Service and support 

JAL provides a two year, on-site 
warranty with the Monarch 2800 Plus, 
with a claimed one to two-day 
turnaround. This is very reasonable 
support, covering you for a good 
proportion of the depreciation period 
of the system. 


Conclusion 

JAL includes two games and six 
demos, courtesy of its system board 
and graphics card suppliers, but 
doesn't provide any application 
software. This is still a fair PC, though, 
with a reasonable turn of speed, 
though not much going for it on the 
3D side. We would like to see either a 
larger monitor or a DVD rewriter for the 
price, as the overall value doesnt look 
as good as some of the other systems 
reviewed here. 
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PRICE £8721 (£699 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER Mesh 0870 046 4747 
INFO www.meshcomputers.com 
WARRANTY One year on-site plus 
two years back-to-base 
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@ esh makes a few changes with 
its Matrix 2800+ GFX. It's blessed 
with a new case that we haven't seen 
before, and Mesh has taken the 
Unusual step of not including a floppy 
drive in the system. The smart black 
midi tower case includes both CD-RW 
and DVD-ROM drives, although theres 
no DVD rewriter here. An extra panel 
features, and there are USB 2.0 and 








MESH MATRIX 2800+ GFX FireWire ports at the front. 
Inside, this is another system based 
ee on an Athlon XP 2800+ processor, with 
| 
512MB of 400MHz memory. Theres a 
114GB Maxtor hard drive for permanent 
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PRICE £821 (£699 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER Microland 

0870 443 0399 

INFO www.microlanduk.com 
WARRANTY One year on-site plus 
two years back-to-base 
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T) he two most obvious things 
that you get with Microland's 
TECH Plus 216.01 are an Athlon 64 
3200+ processor and an Ali Radeon 
9800 Pro graphics card. These two 
components together give the system 
some truly belting 3D performance. 
The fixed storage of /6.3GB is a little 





( PCPlus ratings O č O) under par for this group, but still 
MICROLAND provides plenty of room for most 
TECH PLUS 216.01 peoples current needs. 

With so much of the budget blown 

on the two key elements, theres not 

enough left for a DVD rewriter, though 

Microland does provide a Sony CD-RW 
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storage, and another serial ATA device. 
Serial ATA is fast taking over as the 
preferred standard for connecting hard 
drives, in everything but very 
inexpensive new PCs. 

The sound again comes from a six- 
channel nForce2 chipset on the system 
board, and here feeds a set of Creative 
Inspire P580 speakers, which give good 
bass and treble, but a much weaker 
mid-range sound. The graphics output 
comes courtesy of an ATi Radeon 9600 
XT card which drives a 19in Mitsubishi 
Diamond Pro 930SB monitor. This is the 
best CRI monitor in the group, but you 


= 


PERFORMANCE 
<SSAWARD- 





and DVD-ROM in its system. The six- 
channel Realtek sound from the VIA 
KT800 chipset on the Gigabyte system 
board feeds another set of Creative 
Inspire P580 speakers. 

A top-of-the-range Ali graphics 
card feeds a less than top-of-the- 
range, nearly flat-faced, Samsung 
SyncMaster /53DFX monitor, with a 
nominal 1/in screen diagonal. While 
you can see the thinking in the 
choice of components, aiming at a 
Performance award, theres a bit of 
a mismatch here, as the Samsung 
display is looking a bit long in the 


do need a fair amount of room on 
a sturdy desk to do it justice. 


In use 

Scoring slightly below average on 

the SYSmark benchmark, the Mesh 
produces a PC Plus Index of 2.58, which 
is more than enough for day-to-day 
tasks. The strong Radeon card holds 
the 3D performance of the system up, 
producing a 3DMark index of 12,651 
and a 3DMark03 result of 3,819 both of 
which prove the worth of this machine 
as a games platform. 


Service and support 

Mesh offers an excellent three-year 
warranty, the first year of which is on- 
Site. The second and third years are 
back-to-base, but still cover parts as 
well as labour costs. The company 
doesnt quote a callout or turnaround 
time, stating that it depends on where 
in the country youre based. 


Conclusion 

Mesh bundles a full copy of Microsoft 
Works 7 with its system, as well as 
Pinnacle Studio 8 and Instant CD/DVD, 
courtesy of Ali. As if to highlight the 
strength of this machine on games, 
three are bundled with it, and both a 
joystick and game pad are included. It's 
a good system, particularly for those 
who like a larger screen. 


tooth, and uses an FST tube behind 
a flat sheet of glass. 


In use 

We havent seen a 3DMark index as 
high as 19313 before in a group test at 
any price point, and the 3DMark05 
result of 5,7/2 is also a high point. Both 
these figures mean that the TECH Plus 
216.01 will make a great games system. 
However, its PC Plus Index of 2.95 isn't 
the fastest in the group, and only puts 
the system in third place on the 
application benchmark. 


Service and support 

Microland offers a three-year warranty, 
and like Mesh it provides one-year on- 
site cover, followed by two years back- 
to-base. Unlike Mesh, the company 
claims a two-day turnaround on both 
types of warranty repair, and the whole 
Support package is above average 

for a machine in this price bracket. 


Conclusion 

The Microland TECH Plus 216.01 gave 
such superb 3D benchmark results that 
it would be a very good choice as a 
system purely for games. However, a 
couple of component choices, such as 
the comparatively small hard drive and 
uninspiring monitor, thin the icing on 
this particular cake. It’s still a damned 
quick machine, though. 











O pecial Reserve takes a different 
route to its MAXX4D Pentium 4 
3000 system than the other suppliers 
featured this month. For a start, it 
builds the machine around a Pentium 
4 processor, rather than a considerably 
cheaper Athlon chip. 

The processor in question is a 
3GHz processor, which should stand 
up well against the Athlon XP 2800+ 
chip used in half of the other systems 
here. Like all the PCs being reviewed, 
the MAXX has 512MB of main memory, 
and theres a 111GB hard drive here, 
with both a DVD rewriter and a 





D hen Time computers bought 
Tiny's assets last year, we 
wondered how the two brands would 
sit alongside each other. Time has just 
answered this question by launching 
Tiny.COM as a budget retailer in its own 
right. The company aims to offer better 
value than its key rivals, without 
skimping on component quality, and 
this Tornado 3000XL system certainly 
has the value proposition tied up. 

An Athlon XP3000+ is linked to 
512MB of memory and a 109GB 
Western Digital hard drive. Nothing 
untoward there, but when you note 


£699 
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DVD-ROM for removable storage. The 
slimline tower case is designed so 
that none of the drives is screwed in 
place, making them very easy to 
maintain or upgrade. 

This is also the only system in the 
group to make use of a separate 
sound card; Special Reserve has fitted 
a 5.1 channel SoundBlaster Live! which 
drives a set of Trust 4000P speakers. 
The result is a generally good sound 
Stage, but with a slight drop-off in 
the bass registers. 

A Hercules Radeon 9600 Pro 
provides the graphic output for the 


that theres an NEC DVD+RW drive 
included alongside the 16-speed 
DVD-ROM, you begin to see the value. 
Theres also a seven-way card reader 
installed below the floppy drive and 
the system comes with a Lexmark 
X1150 multi-function device, although 
none was called for in the invitation. 

Sound comes from the Realtek chip 
on the system board and drives a set 
of 5.1 channel ZXR500 speakers from 
VideoLogic, and these are just as good 
for games as they are for music. 

An Ali Radeon 9600SE graphics card 
drives a 1/in Acer ALI/12 LCD monitor. 


£699 PCs 


system, but this drives a rather cheap 
and cheerful Relisys 1770S CRT monitor, 
with a rounded face and a coarse 
dot-pitch of 0.2/mm. 


In use 

The 3GHz Pentium 4 drives the 
system to the highest SYSmark index 
in the group, and this translates to a 
PC Plus Index of 3.10. We expected a 
very strong 3DMark result is well, but 
in fact the index of 11,880 for 3DMark 
2001SE is well down the field, as is 
the 3DMark03 figure of 3,494. 


Service and support 

Special Reserve offers a two-year 
on-site warranty with the MAXX4D 
Pentium 4 3000, which is a fair 
compromise. Even with a callout of 
three working days, this is pretty 
reasonable cover. 


Conclusion 

This system is well configured, and 
with the fast Pentium 4 processor is 
ideal for all kinds of mainstream office 
tasks. However, oddly for a PC from 
Special Reserve, a company which 
Started life as a games supplier, its 
not quite so hot on games and other 
leisure pursuits. Copies of Works 7 
and Pinnacle Instant CD/DVD, as well 
as two games, don't hide the rather 
poor monitor offering. 


This is oddly-coloured in computer 
beige rather than the black of the rest 
of the system; we hope Tiny consider 
providing a black-cased display. 


In use 

Rather surprisingly, SYSmark only 
produces a PC Plus Index of 2.46 from 
the Athlon XP 3000+ processor, which 
proves to be the lowest in the group. 
Tiny could probably do something to 
improve the set-up of this processor. 
3DMark results follow SYSmark in being 
the lowest on offer. A 3DMark 2001SE 
figure of 6,0/9 and a 3DMark03 result 
of just 1,653 is the best you can get. 


Service and support 

Tiny.COM provides a basic one-year, 
back-to-base warranty, offering a three- 
day turnaround on any repairs. This is 
poor compared to the other companies 
here, but the one-year cover is one of 
the contributing factors to the system's 
cheapness. Want two, or preferably 
three years? They'll cost you extra. 


Conclusion 

Copies of Microsoft Works 7 PhotoSuite 
and ten games are provided with the 
Tornado, and with the multi-function 
machine included at no extra charge, 
this system is very strong on pure 
value. Dont look at it for performance 
or guarantee, though. 
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PRICE £821 (£699 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER Special Reserve 
0870 725 9999 

INFO www.MAXXPC.com 
WARRANTY Iwo years on-site 
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f ECPIus ratings 
SPECIAL RESERVE 
MAXX4D 
PENTIUM 4 3000 





Features 0090000090909 
Performance AAA AE) 





PRICE £821 (£699 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER Tiny.COM 

0870 830 3156 

INFO wwwtiny.com 

WARRANTY One year back-to-base 
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All ten £699 PCs in close up 
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Supplier BuyPCBits Carrera CCL Elementary Evesham 

Model Encore 3200+ Octan 2800 Plus AS28-XT BasePoint XP 2800+ Axis 64 3000++ 

Telephone number 0870 922 1505 0871 222 3456 01274 47 1257 01923 23 0773 0870 160 9500 

Info www.buypcbits.com www.carrera.co.uk www.cclcomputers.co.uk www.elementary.co.uk www.evesham.com 

Price £821 (£699 ex VAT) £821 (£699 ex VAT) £821 (£699 ex VAT) £821 (£699 ex VAT) £821 (£699 ex VAT) 

Warranty 3 years back-to-base 3 years on-site plus 2 years 1 year on-site plus 2 years 1 year back-to-base 2 years on-site plus 1 year 
back-to-base, labour only back-to-base, labour only back-to-base 

Call-out/turnaround 2 working days 2-5 days/2-5 days 1 day/7 days 1 working day 1 day/1 day 

Delivery charge Included £40 £20 £28 £40 

CPU type/Clock (GHz) Athlon XP 3200+/2.20 Athlon XP 2800+/2.08 Athlon XP 2800+/2.20 Athlon XP 2800+/2.08 Athlon 64 3000+/2.00 

Level 2 cache (KB) 512 512 512 512 512 

System board Asus A7N8X-X Asus A7N8X-E Asus A7N8X-X DFI AD77 NFII Ultra Infinity Microstar MS-6702 

Chipset nForce 2 Ultra 400 nForce 2 Ultra 400 nForce 2 Ultra 400 nForce 2 Ultra 400 VIA KT800 

Memory/bus clock (MHz) 400/400 400/400 333/400 333/400 400/400 

Supplied memory (MB) 512 512 512 512 512 

Maximum memory (GB) 3 3 3 3 3 

Hard drive make Maxtor ExcelStor J680 Hitachi Hitachi Maxtor SATA 

Hard drive capacity (GB) 114 76.6 153 115 152 

CD/DVD make/speed NEC DVD+RW/4x 2.4x12 Samsung CD-RW/52x32x52 Sony DVD+RW/4x 2.4x12 NEC DVD+RW/4x 2.4x12 Sony CD-RW/52x24x52 





Other drives and devices Sony DVD x16, floppy, 56K MicroStar DVD x16, floppy, Sony CD-RW/DVD combo, Mitsumi DVD x16, floppy, V92 Sony DVD x16, floppy, V92 
modem, Ethernet 56K modem, Ethernet floppy, 7 in 1 card reader, modem, Ethernet modem, Ethernet 
Pinnacle TV tuner, Ethernet 


EXPANDABILITY 


























PCI slots: total/free, AGP 5/4, 3 Sy Re Ay 5/4,1 5/4,1 
Drive bays External/internal 4x2.5, 2x3.5/1x3.5 4x2.5, 2x3.5/5x3.5 4x2.5, 2x3.5/4x3.5 5x2.5, 3x3.5/3x3.5 4x2.5, 1x3.5/4x3.5 
Ports 1 x 9 pin, 6 x USB2.0, 1x 9 pin, 6x USB 2.0, 1x 9 pin, 5x USB 2.0, 1x 9 pin, 6x USB 2.0, 1x 9 pin, 6x USB2.0, 
1x parallel 2x Firewire, 1x parallel 1x parallel 1x Firewire, 1x parallel 3x Firewire, 1x parallel 
Monitor model Beng Q5X3 Sharp LL-T17A4-B CTX EX951F Beng Q5X3 ViewSonic UltraBrite E70f+ 
Monitor type LCD LCD CRT LCD CRT 
Quoted/viewable (in) 15/15 17/17 19/18 15/15 17/16 
Dot pitch/max res (mm/pix) 1,024x768 1,280x1,204 0.21 1,024x768 0.21 
Video adaptor Leadtek GeForce FX5700 ATi Radeon 9800 Sapphire Radeon 9600XT Sparkle GeForce FX5700 ATi Radeon 9800SE 
VIVO All-in-Wonder All-in-Wonder 
AGP level: system/card 8x/8x 8x/8x 8x/8x 8x/8x 8x/8x 
Video memory (MB) 256 128 256 128 128 
EXTRAS eee 
Sound card nForce2 six-channel nForce2 six-channel nForce2 six-channel nForce2 six-channel (-Media six-channel 
Speakers Kinyo Home Theatre Tsunami CP2000 Creative Inspire P580 Videologic ZXR200 Creative Inspire P580 
BIOS make Award Award Award Award AMI 
Power: run/suspend (VA) 154/132 199/142 194/110 98/70 253/29 
Noise level (dBA) Low (:40) Low (:40) Low (40) Low (:40) 41 
Operating system Windows XP Home Windows XP Home Windows XP Home Windows XP Home Windows XP Home 
Filing system NTFS NTFS NTFS NTFS NTFS 
Bundled software Works 2000, Cool 3D, Ability Office, WinDVD Suite, Ability Office, Panda AV, Ability Office, Panda AV, Works 7, Pinnacle Studio 8, 
Pinnacle Studio 8, Video Power DVD, CD utils Pinnacle Instant CD/DVD, Power DVD, Nero, utils Pinnacle Instant CD/DVD, utils 
Studio 7, Norman AV, CD-RW/modem utils 
2 games 
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Supplier JAL Mesh Microland Special Reserve Tiny.COM 

Model Monarch 2800 Plus Matrix 2800+ GFX TECH Plus 216.01 MAXX4D P4 3000 Tornado 3000XL 
Telephone number 0870 752 5810 0870 046 4747 0870 443 0399 0870 725 9999 0870 830 3156 
Info www.jal.co.uk www.meshcomputers.com www.microlanduk.com www.MAXXPC.com www.tiny.com 

Price £821 (£699 ex VAT) £821 (£699 ex VAT) £821 (£699 ex VAT) £821 (£699 ex VAT) £821 (£699 ex VAT) 
Warranty 2 years on-site 1 year on-site plus 1 year on-site plus 2 years on-site 1 year back-to-base 


2 years back-to-base 2 years back-to-base 
Call-out/turnaround 1-2 working days Depends on location 2 working days 3 working days 3 working days 


Delivery charge £20 £46 £34 £25 £40 


SPECIFICATIONS 

















CPU type/Clock (GHz) Athlon XP 2800+/2.08 Athlon XP 2800+/2.08 Athlon 64 3200+/2.00 Pentium 4/3.00 Athlon XP 3000+/2.16 
Level 2 cache (KB) 512 512 1,024 512 512 

System board Asus A7N8X-E Asus A7N8X V2 Gigabyte K8 VT800 Plus Intel D865GBFL Microstar MS6775 
Chipset nForce 2 Ultra 400 nForce 2 Ultra 400 VIA KT800 Intel D865GB VIA Apollo KT600 
Memory/bus clock (MHz) 333/400 400/400 400/400 400/400 333/400 

Supplied memory (MB) 512 512 512 512 512 

Maximum memory (GB) 3 3 3 3 3 

Hard drive make Maxtor Maxtor Maxtor Seagate Western Digital 

Hard drive capacity (GB) 114 114 76.3 111 109 

CD/DVD make/speed Microstar CD-RW/52x32x52 Microstar CD-RW/52x32x52 Sony CD-RW/52x32x52 Sony DVD+RW/4x 2.4x12 NEC DVD+RW/4x 2.4x12 


Other drives and devices Sony DVD x16, floppy, V90 


modem, Ethernet 


Sony DVD x16, V90 Sony DVD x16, floppy, Ultima DVD x16, floppy, Ultima DVD x16, floppy, V92 
modem, 2x Ethernet, V92 modem, Ethernet, V92 modem, Ethernet, modem, Ethernet, 7-way 


joystick, gamepad joystick, gamepad joystick, gamepad card reader, Lexmark X1150 


EXPANDABILITY 


PCI slots: total/free, AGP 


5/4, 1 


5/3,1 


5/3,1 


6/4, 1 


5/4, 1 





Drive bays External/Internal 4x2.5, 2x3.5/6x3.5 


4x2.5, 1x3.5/5x3.5 


4x2.5, 2x3.5/5x3.5 


4x25, 2x3.5/3x3.5 


3x2.5, 2x3.5/2x3.5 





Ports 


1x 9 pin, 6x USB 2.0, 
2x FireWire 1x parallel 


1x 9 pin, 6x USB 2.0, 
3x FireWire 1x parallel 


2x 9 pin, 8x USB 2.0, 
2x FireWire, 1x parallel 


1x 9 pin, 6x USB 2.0, 
1x parallel 


1x 9 pin, 5x USB 2.0, 
2x FireWire 1x parallel 


GRAPHIC SYSTEMS 


Monitor model 


Monitor type 
Quoted/viewable (in) 


Sharp LL-T15A4-B 


LCD 
15/15 


Dot pitch/max res (mm/pix) 1,024x768 


Mitsubishi Diamond Pro 
930SB 


CRT 
19/18 
0.24 


Samsung Sync Master 
753DFX 


CRT 
17/16 
0.24 


Relisys T770S 


CRT 
17/16 
0.27 


Acer AL1712 


LCD 
17/17 
1,280 x 1,024 





Video adaptor 


AGP level: system/card 
Video memory (MB) 


ATi Radeon 9600 Pro 


8x/8x 
256 


ATi Radeon 9600 XT 


8x/8x 
128 


ATi Radeon 9800 Pro 


8x/8x 
128 


Hercules Radeon 9600 Pro 


8x/8x 
128 


ATi Radeon 9600 SE 


8x/8x 
128 











Sound card nForce2 six-channel nForce2 six-channel Realtek six-channel Creative SB Live! Realtek six-channel 
Speakers Altec Lansing 251 Creative Inspire P580 Creative Inspire P580 Trust 4000P Videologic ZXR500 
BIOS make Award Award Award Intel AMI 

Power: run/suspend (VA) 134/120 199/142 194/110 98/70 235/29 

Noise level (dBA) Low (40) Low (40) Low (40) Low (40) 41 





Operating system 
Filing system 


Windows XP Home 
NTFS 


Windows XP Home 
NTFS 


Windows XP Home 
NTFS 


Windows XP Home 
NTFS 


Windows XP Home 
NTFS 





Bundled software 


WinDVD Suite, 2 games, 
6 demos, utils 
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MS Works 7 Pinnacle Studio 
8, Pinnacle Instant CD/DVD, 
WinDVD, 3 games, utils 


Ability Office, Norton IS, 
Tomb Raider, utils 


MS Works 7 Pinnacle 
Instant CD/DVD, Power DVD, 
2 games, utils 


MS Works 7, PhotoSuite, 
10 games, utils 











PCPlus 
Result 


0) ur benchmarks are designed to rigorously 
test every aspect of the PC in order 


to make an exact judgement on its overall 
performance. Each chart enables you to tell, 
at a glance, how each PC has performed in 
the individual areas, plus its overall score 
(shown opposite). 

The PC Plus index gives a relative score 
against a baseline system that achieves a 
benchmark score of 1.0. The Baseline system 
consists of the following specification: 1GHz AMD 
Athlon CPU, 256MB PC100 SDRAM, 10GB UDMA 
100 7200 RPM Maxtor hard drive and 64MB 
NVIDIA Quadro graphics card. 

While every effort is made to test each PC to 
the same standard, unfortunately we sometimes 
receive PCs that refuse to co-operate with the 
benchmarking tools we use. In these instances 
we take the scores that we've been able to 
obtain and make an assessment of the PCs 
performance based on these results. However, 
the PC will not receive a PC Plus index if both 
parts of the SYSmark test do not complete. 





AWARD WINNERS 


(es Editor's Choice 
Value 


Gs Performance 














SYSmark2002 results 


Internet Content 


250 300 350 400 


[Special Reserve] 
Evesham | 383 
BuyPCBis ù 
Microland | 359 
[Carrera f 

Ja 

CCL o 312. 
[Mesh | 
Tiny.coMm | | 
(Elementary | | 


SYSmark2002's Internet Content 
benchmark tests a PC's ability to cope with 
content creation. A series of scripts runs 

a number of demanding applications, 
including Adobe Photoshop 6.01, Adobe 
Premiere 6.0, Microsoft Media Encoder 71, 
Macromedia Dreamweaver 4 and Flash 5. 
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Bigger is better 


£699 PCs 


Each PC is put through a series of benchmarks to 
give an accurate picture of its overall performance 


PCPlus 


Combined benchmark scores 


2.4 2.6 


2.8 3.0 


Special Reserve | 


3.02 
2.95 


JAL 2.699 


BuyPCBits (2637) 


cc P 
Elementary f| 
Carrera ooo 

Tiny.COM 246 


SYSmark2002 results 
Office Productivity 


60 100 160 220 


Microland 223 
Evesham 220 


Special Reserve) = 
JAL 213 
cc ee.) 


Elementary 


Mesh 199 


Tiny.COM 
BuyPCBits 


Carrera 17h 


SYSmark2002's Office Productivity 
benchmark tests a PC's ability to cope with 
everyday office applications. A series of 
scripts run a number of demanding 
applications, including Microsoft Office 

XP versions of Word, Excel, PowerPoint, 
Outlook and Access. 





Bigger is better 


The overall PC Plus benchmark 
score is taken from 
SYSmark2002 and then 
indexed against a 1GHz Athlon 
system. This means you can 
instantly see just how fast any 
PC system is. 


3DMark2001 results 
1,024 x 768 x 32-bit 


0 5000 10000 15000 


|Microland | 19,313 
Evesham | 15,427 
Carera (Oooo aa 


CCL 12,131 
SpecialReserve} |. | 
BuyPCBits fe 
11,494 
9,646 
Tiny.coM | 
3DMark2001SE benchmarks a PC's graphics 
subsystem at a number of different 
resolutions. Although only the default 
scores are listed here, each PC is also 
tested at the higher resolution of 1,280x 


1,024x16-bit. Some LCDs can only be 
tested at their native resolution. 


Bigger is better 





PCPlus 


Verdict 
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EDITOR'S CHOICE 


Evesham Axis 64 3000++ 


PRICE £821 (£699 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER Evesham 0870 160 9500 
INFO wwweevesham.com 


© vesham seems to be on something of a roll 
with its Athlon 64 systems. As well as using an 
Athlon 64 3000+ in the Axis 64 3000++ this month, it 
fitted a high-capacity, serial AIA hard drive and an All- 
in-Wonder graphics card, which offers all the video 
trimmings, such as TV input and camera connections. 
A good PC isn't all about major components, 

though. A versatile sound platform, with extra sockets 
for connecting multiple speakers and line and 





CCL AS28-XT 


PRICE £871 (£699 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER CCL 01274 47 1257 
INFO www.cclcomputers.co.uk 


Q he high-value proposition of the AS28-XT is hard 
to ignore. As well as good performance from its 
Athlon XP processor, theres a high-capacity hard drive 
and an interesting pair of DVD drives. A TV card is 
included with the system, so you can use the 19in, flat- 
faced monitor as a second TV, and a seven-in-one card 
reader helps with digital photography or MP3 music. 
Well-made throughout, and with a good software 
bundle, this is an excellent choice as a home PC. 


PC verdict © O O 0 O 0 9 90 O 


£699 PCs 





microphone, and a good range of sockets, including 
USB 2.0 and FireWire, leaves all your options open. 
Although neither of the systems offering Athlon 64s 
include DVD rewriters, you can get a decent recording 
on a 700MB CD, and the extra performance from the 
64-bit chip is adequate compensation. This is a very 
well rounded PC with quality components throughout. 


PC verdict © @ O O 90O 0O 9 90 QO 
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PERFORMANCE 
SSSAWARD: 





BEST PERFORMER 


Microland TECH Plus 216.01 


PRICE £8721 (£699 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER Microland 0870 443 0399 
INFO www.microlanduk.com 


Q he second manufacturer to choose an Athlon 64 
processor this month, Microland has managed to 
produce an amazing kick from the chip by linking it to a 
high-end Radeon 9800 Pro graphics card. This resulted in 
the highest 3DMark figures seen from a Lab Test PC so 
far. If you want extremely fast processing for 3D games, 
this is a great combination. The rest of the system is 

still well thought-out, though, with an above-average, 
six-channel sound system and even a game thrown in. 


PC verdict © © O 0 O 0 9 90 O 
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The Athlon 64 is beginning to show its mettle 
in this month's group — it powers two winners 


PC speed is not just 
about clock rates, nor 
about silly numbers 


The eagle-eyed among you may 
wonder why the Athlon 64 3000+ 
has the same clock rate as the 
Athlon 64 3200+ — we know we 
did when we checked the speed 
of these new chips. There's quite 
a bit of speculation on the Internet 
about these processors, as AMD 
is reluctant to quote clock rates, 
preferring to rely on the near- 
meaningless designations they've 
given their chips instead. 

Although there's no official word, 
both these Athlon 64 chips run 
at 2GHz. The difference between 
them is that the Athlon 64 3000+ 
processor has a 512KB Level 2 
cache, while the 3200+ has a full 
1MB. This gives it a performance 
edge, so the processor can slot in 
above the 3000+, while still 
running at the same clock rate. 

In fact, AMD continues to confuse 
with its processor ratings. They 
originally had some sort of 
equivalence to earlier AMD 
processors, the Athlon XP ratings 
being notionally tied to the Athlon 
ratings before that, but even then 
most people used them as a 
guideline to their performance 
in relation to Pentium 4s. 

Now though, the Athlon 64 
ratings are supposed to be 
equivalent to Athlon processors, if 
they ran at the clock rates of these 
new chips. But since there are no 
Athlons in mainstream production 
any more, only Athlon XPs, and 
none of these ever ran close to 
3GHz, how exactly are they 
supposed to provide a guideline 
to performance? 

The only way the ratings can be 
used effectively is in relation to 
each other. You can safely say an 
Athlon 64 3200+ is likely to be 
quicker than an Athlon 64 3000+, 
which will in turn be quicker than 
an Athlon 64 2800+. Other than 
that, it appears the numbers have 
little value. The chips are great, but 
the numbering needs a little work. 
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Audio | NTI Pinnacle Roxio Simone Tasselli 
Complete CD & DVD Maker Instant CD/DVD 8 Easy CD & DVD Burn4Free 
CD/DVD Writer1 Platinum 6.5 107 Creator 6 108 
105 107 108 
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Performance Award Value Award 


Awarded to products that 
excel in our performance 
and quality tests, where 
money is less important 


Editor's Choice 


Our top award for products 
that combine exceptional 
performance and quality with 
superb value for money 





+ 


ka 


— /, a. 
p = i ; = 
a J hen the humble floppy disk 
| w) finally emitted its death rattle, 
writeable optical media took its 

place as the standard storage medium on 
almost every PC. Nowadays every PC that 
rolls,off the production line comes with 
; sort of CD writer as standard, and 
include the ability to write to DVD 
ia too. Hardware is cheap and 
tiful, and if blank CDs get any cheaper 
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Stefan Haglund 


Stomp 
CD/DVD Burner RecordNow MAX 
XP 2 Platinum 
111 111 


Awarded to products that 

represent outstanding value 
for money, giving you more 
bangs per buck 


Burning CDs and DVDs is a hot topic. Frank Charlton 
tests ten packages to find the king of the toasters 








Frank Charlton 


frank.charlton @futurenet.co.uk 


Frank Charlton has been burning 
discs for ten years, and has 
inadvertently made more silver 
coasters than anyone else we know 






CD. Many devices can handle home- 
produced CDs now, including DVD players 
and portable music players, resulting in an 
explosion of sub-formats including VideoCD, 
Super VideoCD and dedicated MP3 discs 
that can be played on home Hi-Fi systems. 

This month, were examining ten packages 
that write to optical discs. At the most basic 
level, this means the ability to produce 
Standard ISO-9660 CD-ROM discs, but the 
ideal package should be able to tackle as 
many formats as possible, including the 
ability to burn to DVD media as an extra. 
Were also looking for suites that take the 
hard work out of disc production. Whatever 
your technical and budgetary requirements, 
youll find a package here to suit both your 
taste and your pocket. 
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DISC AUTHORING 


AHEAD Nero Burning ROM Ultra Edition 


PRICE £53 (£46 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER www.dabs.com 
INFO www.ahead.de 


CPU 300MHz Pentium 

RAM 64MB 

OS Windows 95B, 98, Me, 2000, XP 
Server 2003 


VCD, SVCD, UDF, ISO-9660, Apple 
HFS Hybrid, Audio CD, DVD-ROM, 
DVD-Video, Xbox UDF DVD 





AHEAD NERO BURNING 
ROM ULTRA EDITION 


OEM @0 00000909000 











@ ero Burning ROM has been something of a yardstick 
in the CD authoring market for quite some time now; 
where Ahead leads with CD writing software, all others 
usually follow. But when version 6 was initially released 

it unfortunately came with some unwanted free extras 

— non-lethal, but nevertheless hugely-annoying bugs. 

The Ultra Edition corrects these faults. Even before you 
fire up Burning ROM for the first time, the incredibly rich 
feature list is enough to seriously impress. This is a suite that 
does literally everything you could ever need or want to do 
with optical media, from creating the simplest data volumes 
through to advanced DVD-Video disc authoring, complete 
with custom menus. Add to this the ability to read, copy 
and write dozens of other formats, and you have a very 
comprehensive package indeed. 

Neros two great strengths have always been its power 
and its friendliness, and the Ultra Edition improves on both 
fronts. There are several ways to launch any given task in 
Nero, and youre free to switch between them. At the 
simplest tech level is StartSmart, a unified front-end which 
uses a task-based approach to working, and provides quick 
access to every area of the full suite. 


Catch the Express 

For a more ‘hand-holding’ approach to burning your discs, 
you can opt to make use of Nero Express. This is essentially 
a wizard-based system, which guides you gently through the 
various steps necessary to complete your chosen task. It's a 
friendly system, easy to get to grips with, and it offers almost 
as much power as the full application. Finally, you can simply 
nip straight into the Nero mastering application itself, which 
remains as solid as it ever was. 


AN CHEN CD Mate Deluxe 2.5.4 


PRICE £20 (£17 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER CD Mate 
www.cd-mate.com 

INFO www.cd-mate.com 


CPU Pentium or equivalent 
RAM 128MB 
OS Windows 95, 98, Me, NT4, 2000, XP 


ISO-9660, Audio CD 





AN CHEN CD MATE 
DELUXE 2.5.4 

Value 00900 
009 


Features 


Performance @ 0 000 
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© D Mate Deluxe is an application that you might not 
have come across before, unless you have a 
particular interest in the shady area of duplicating copy- 
protected discs. The program was originally designed to 
make working back-ups of certain types of protected discs, 
but it also happens to be a competent audio and data- 
mastering suite on the side. 

Since we last looked at CD Mate, back in PC Plus 196, little 
has changed. The interface is essentially identical — which is 
no bad thing if you already know the program — and still 
follows the Microsoft Outlook design ethic, making good use 
of iconic toolbars. The icons trigger the program's major 
functions, and you can also use the integrated Recording 
Wizard, if you prefer a step-by-step approach to disc 
creation. The main program is simple enough to use though, 
and this wizard is largely unnecessary. 


Just the basics 

Creating data volumes is very simple, thanks to CD Mates 
support for direct drag-and-drop — you just have to move 
the files across to the main CD Mate window, and the 
graphical space meter shows how much disc capacity you 
have remaining. While not exactly exciting, its functional 
enough, and it works well. 

Mastering your own audio CDs is also possible, but the 
tools on offer for doing this are somewhat limited in scope 
compared to major league packages such as Nero. You can 
import standard CD-DA tracks from another disc or use 
WAV and MP3 files, but the lack of support for the popular 
Windows Media Audio format is disappointing. Furthermore, 
the burn engine doesnt support CD-Text, so artist and track 
data wont be saved to disc. 








EDITOR'S 
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Nero's new StartSmart interface takes a task-based approach, 
and provides easy access to all of Nero's central functions. 


Neros collection of tools is huge, and two in particular 
are worth mentioning — Recode 2 and NeroVision Express. 
Recode 2 is the revamped version of the application that 
transcodes large (but, take note, unencrypted) DVD-Video 
discs to fit standard 4./GB blank media, complete with all 
menus and content. Using Recode is simplicity itself, and 
even a complete novice will have no trouble. NeroVision 
Express is Ahead’s video disc authoring tool, and produces 
VCD, SVCD and DVD volumes complete with menus. Again, 
its slick and enjoyable to use. 

With the bugs now a distant memory, It's impossible to 
fault Nero. This package does everything, does it well, and 
leaves the competition eating dust. 








CD Mate’s Outlook-style iconic toolbar interface is simple 
enough to navigate, whatever you're doing. 


CD Mate doesnt handle DVD media at all, which is 
again disappointing when a standard CD just isn't enough. 
Another drawback is that the program can't handle less 
common media formats, such as Video CD, although it will 
happily burn existing BIN/CUE disc images produced by other 
packages. Buffer underrun prevention is excellent, however, 
with a number of proprietary technologies supported 
alongside BURN-Proof. 

CD Mate is capable enough, but it's too limited compared 
with most of the larger packages available. If raw data 
reading and writing is what youre after then it may be worth 
a look, but otherwise you should be leaning towards the rest 
of this months packages. 


DISC AUTHORING 


ASHAMPOO CD Recording Suite 3 


PRICE £10 (£8 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER Ashampoo 
www.ashampoo.com 
INFO www.ashampoo.com 


CPU 300MHz Pentium 
RAM 64MB 
OS Windows 98, Me, 2000, XP 


ISO-9660, Audio CD 





ASHAMPOO CD 
RECORDING SUITE 3 


Features Ci 2) 


Performance @ 0 90 








strive to innovate and introduce new features with 
each successive version, certain manufacturers are happy 
to corner the low-spec and low budget end of the market. 
Ashampoo is one such company, and even seems to revel 
in its position, with the web site blurb for this product 
declaring that the big name competition is “overloaded with 
countless confusing functions”. 

Cheap and cheerful is something of an over-used term 
these days, but Ashampoo CD Recording Suite certainly fits 
the first part of this cliché — it currently sells for around a 
tenner. A quick look at the feature list shows why, though — 
as disc authoring software goes, this is underpowered, and 
barely deserves the term ‘suite’. Basically, you get support 
for multi-session data CDs and audio discs, and that's it. 
Theres no support at all for DVD media — forgivable, 
considering the price — and no facility to master older 
digital video formats such as VCD. 


O s with all software types, while the market leaders 


Ogg support 

Audio CD support is limited but functional, offering the ability 
to copy existing discs or burn new ones from compressed 
audio files. The program supports WAV, MP3 and Ogg Vorbis 
files; support for the free Ogg format is always good, but the 
complete lack of tools for working with Windows Media 
Audio files seriously limits the programs usefulness for the 
average music-burning user. 

Production of data CDs is basic at best, and CD Recording 
Suite can output simple multi-session ISO-9660 volumes. 
No other formats are offered, and you cant even produce 
a basic data disc with the UDF format — this is a serious 
omission, and very disappointing. 


Aupio! Complete CD/DVD Writer 1 


PRICE £19 (£16 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER Audio | www.audioi.com 
INFO www.audioi.com 


CPU Pentium or equivalent 
RAM 128MB 
OS Windows 98, Me, 2000, XP 


ISO-9660, Audio CD, DVD-ROM 





AUDIO | COMPLETE 
CD/DVD WRITER 1 








Features (1) 
Performance @@ 








positively guarantee that no more than roughly one 
per cent of us will have ever heard of, and this month the 
Audio | Complete CD/DVD Writer 1 is it. The software comes 
from a small Danish outfit going by the name of Audio |, 
and weve never heard of it either, and probably never 
would have, had the company not emailed us directly at 
the beginning of the year. 

We like a bit of irony here at PC Plus, and the name of 
this application was obviously designed to raise an ironic 
smile. Surely Audio | must having a bit of a laugh when it 
uses the adjective complete’ in the programs name — after 
all, this is one of the most simplistic and unapologetically 
basic CD authoring programs we've ever seen. Perhaps when 
they included the T in the title, the makers had experienced 
a premonition of its PC Plus rating. 


Oo n every PC Plus Lab Test theres a product we can 


Complete Horlicks 

From the off, Complete CD/DVD Writer is a no-hoper, which 
falls as soon as it gets out of the gate, without even making 
it as far as the first fence. The program produces data discs in 
two ways — by either dropping files on to the main window, 
or by burning existing ISO or BIN/CUE images. The 
uninspiring interface resembles a blank Excel spreadsheet, 
and its here that you drop your files for burning. Oddly, even 
files which would be small enough to fit on to a floppy 
would cause the program to randomly spit out the 
wonderfully helpful ‘File too big’ error — would an indication 
as to how oversized the file is be too much to ask? Would 
not generating this error for a 45KB folder of text files be too 
much to ask? Apparently it would. Audio CD support is just as 
laughable. You can master an audio CD using uncompressed 





A Ashampoo CD Recording Suite: What would you like to do? 
Fie Settings Internet Help 





What would you like to do? 


& Create a new Data Disc 


& Update an existing Data Disc 


p Create an Audio Disc 
3 Copy a Disc 











If as much time had been spent developing new features as 
developing the interface, CD Recording Suite would be better. 


On the positive side, our previous criticisms about the 
ridiculously anachronistic interface have obviously hit home, 
since the program has been updated in this respect. It's 
never going to keep designers from Ahead or Roxio awake 
at night, but its certainly better than before, and despite the 
low scores here, Ashampoo deserves some credit. 

Unfortunately, CD Recording Suite is just too basic to be 
of any use at all in real terms. Since Windows XP includes 
basic data and audio burn functions straight from the 
desktop, CD Recording Suite 3 is only likely to appeal if you 
use an older version of the Windows OS, and if you really 
want nothing more than the basics. But without DVD support, 
the long term worth of this product is called into question. 
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One of the dullest and least attractive interfaces we've ever 
seen. Avoid Complete CD/DVD Writer 1 like the plague. 


WAV files. And that’s it. Theres no support for the ubiquitous 
MP3 format, let alone more esoteric types such as Ogg or 
WMA. For heavens sake, Windows Media Player can do 
more than this! 

In a nutshell, this package is plain awful, and it proves 
that, more often than not, cheap really does mean cheap. 
However, expecting people to actually pay money for a 
bug-ridden underspecified program like this is an insult, 
and its at times like this that we wish we could get away 
with using expletives in PC Plus. Avoid Complete CD/DVD 
Writer 1 like the plague — and if you've been misguided 
enough to have already bought it, then demand a refund 
under the Trades Descriptions Act immediately. 


PCPlus 216 | Spring 2004 lew 





DISC AUTHORING 


NTI CD & DVD Maker Platinum 6.5 


PRICE £33 (£28 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER Newlech Infosystems 
www.ntius.com 

INFO www.ntius.com 


CPU 300MHz Pentium 
RAM 64MB 
OS Windows 98, Me, 2000, XP 


VCD, SVCD, UDF, ISO-9660, Audio CD, 
DVD-Video, DVD-ROM 





NTI CD & DVD MAKER 
PLATINUM 6.5 


Features 0090000090 
Performance @ @ 0 0090 





@ TI CD and DVD Maker is another fully-integrated 
package designed to address all of your disc 
authoring and burning needs, coming courtesy of Newlech 
Infosystems in Canada. The current version can now deal 
with writing to DVD media as well — a feature that was 
sorely lacking in the previous release. 

When we last looked at CD Maker as part of a PC Plus 
Lab Test, we identified a number of issues and criticisms, 
and were happy to report that all of the major problems we 
flagged up have now been resolved. It does lead us to 
believe that NTI is one company that actually listens to its 
customers, as well as keeping an eye on what the 
competition is up to. For starters, the old interface has been 
thrown out, and, while the new one wont win any design 
awards for aesthetics, its certainly a whole lot easier to use 
than the old version 5 front-end. 

CD Maker can produce a myriad of disc formats, including 
video and audio discs of various types. While an MPEG-1 
encoder is included, support for producing MPEG-2 files 
to burn to SVCD or DVD requires a separate plug-in to be 
purchased. Considering that Nero comes with full MPEG-2 
support out of the box, this is a little irksome. Having said 
that, MPEG-2 licensing isn't cheap, and this package 
is half the price of Nero. 


More plug-ins 

We liked the audio tools in version 5, and this release 
continues to impress in this respect. Cleaning analog 
recordings is possible with the included sound editor, but 
Strangely the available filters seem less flexible than they 
were in the last version. Support is included for MP3 data 
discs, with playlists for use in some DVD players and portable 


PINNACLE Instant CD/DVD 8 


PRICE £38 (£32 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER www.dabs.com 
INFO www.pinnaclesystems.co.uk 


CPU S00MHz Pentium 
RAM 64MB 
OS Windows 98SE, Me, 2000, XP 


VCD, SVCD, UDF, ISO-9660, Audio CD, 
DVD-ROM, DVD-Video 





PINNACLE INSTANT 
CD/DVD 8 





Value 0090000000 
009000000 
Performance EAA AE) 
OVERALL 


Features 
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innacle acquired Instant CD last year, and it originally 
came from a German company called VOB. This 


release has seen a much-needed cosmetic makeover, 
which brings it nicely into line with the rest of Pinnacles 
software range. Like Ahead, Nero, and Roxio Easy CD Creator, 
Instant CD/DVD 8 is a package aimed at those of us who 
want a fully-integrated suite that does everything. 

Pinnacle should be applauded for introducing more 
choice into a market which, up until now, had been 
essentially sewn up tight by the two major packages we've 
already mentioned. Any application competing at this level 
needs to be reliable and offer an edge over the competition, 
and Pinnacles approach seems to involve ramming in more 
features than you'll ever really need — this is a very well- 
specified package. 

Like the competition, Instant CD/DVD 8 keeps the 
technical aspect of disc production very well hidden, unless 
you choose to dig deep, preferring to offer up most tasks 
from the friendly unified interface. Like RoxioS product, it's a 
pleasant environment to use, but its not possible to perform 
all of the program's advanced tasks from here — you're 
limited to the more common ones. The System Tray applet is 
much better though, making access to all of the program's 
functions no further away than a click or two. 


All modular cons 

Instant CD/DVD 8 is a very modular package, featuring 
separate applications for performing most of the less 
common tasks. All of the core burning operations can 
be carried out from InstantDisc, the applications main 
mastering suite. lts as friendly and powerful as Nero 
or Easy CD Creator, and works well. 
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NTI CD Maker hides its complexity behind this attractive iconic 
toolbox. The interface is a lot easier to use than version 5's. 


devices, which is a welcome addition. You can also decode 
MP3 files to produce White Book audio CDs. But it's worth 
noting here that ripping existing discs requires yet another 
plug-in for the program — you can see that the lower price 
point is beginning to make sense. 

It's hard to see precisely which market CD & DVD Maker is 
aimed at. The initial features would indicate that its making a 
play for Neros crown, but the reliance on separate plug-ins 
would thwart such an ambition. Admittedly its a much 
cheaper burning option, but it sheds too many features in 
pursuit of this lower price point for our liking. Ultimately, 
nothing really stands out, and NTI CD Maker will find it hard 
to compete with the Nero and Easy CD Creator series. 
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Instant CD/DVD 8's attractive central interface simplifies disc 
creation. But you can delve deeper for more advanced features. 


Instant CD/DVD 8 provides tools to author and burn video 
discs in all formats, thanks to a separate Pinnacle Expression 
application. This is an excellent, award-winning program, 
and produces very professional results. Sadly, it can’t write 
pre-authored DVD VOB files to disc, and neither can the 
core InstantDisc program. Also included is the full version 
of InstantCopy 8, the excellent disc duplication system. Like 
Neros Recode, it can reduce unencrypted DVD discs down 
to fit a blank DVD-R, but it's noticeably slower. 

Ultimately, Instant CD/DVD & is a very polished product, 
and with a little tweaking and a few new features, it could 
seriously threaten Neros domination. It has certainly made 
the marketplace a little more interesting. 
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DISC AUTHORING 


roxio Easy CD & DVD Creator 6 


PRICE £39 (£33 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER www.dabs.com 
INFO www.roxio.com 


CPU 200MHz Pentium 
RAM 128MB 
OS Windows 98SE, Me, 2000, XP 


VCD, SVCD, UDF, ISO-9660, Audio CD, 
DVD-ROM, DVD-Video 





ROXIO EASY 
CD & DVD CREATOR 6 


Value 0090000000 
0090090009000 
Performance AAA AE) 





Features 


OVERALL 








O long with Ahead, Roxio produces the most well- 
known and popular CD authoring software on the 
market, and it has vied with the German company’s Nero 
application for top spot for some years now. With some 
releases, Roxio manages to edge ahead of Nero; with others 
— this package being a case in point — its a matter of 
coming in a close second. 

As with Nero, Easy CD Creator is designed to be a 
complete package that handles your entire disc authoring 
and burning needs. In almost every respect, Roxio fulfils 
these claims, and only falls slightly short of achieving the 
benchmark set by the current version of Nero. As we'll 
see, the differences are marginal enough to be a matter 
of taste, and depending on your requirements, you may 
well prefer Roxios product. 

Like Nero, Easy CD Creator comes with a friendly, unified 
front-end, which provides easy access to the programs main 
functions. It's intuitive enough, but suffers a little from being 
dumbed-down compared with Neros StartSmart, and it 
doesn't offer a means to get at some of Easy CD Creator's 
more complex tools. 


DVD production 

The core components of the suite are all excellent, and the 
new DVD Builder provides a very intuitive way to create full 
DVD-Video productions, complete with menus. It doesnt 
quite offer the flexibility of NeroVision Express, but doesn't fall 
far short. Sadly, you can't feed it pre-encoded VOB files, so 
burning a DVD disc from the output produced by another 
burning package is out of the question. Nero can do this, 
and its a feature that Roxio needs to think seriously about 
including if it wants to keep pace with its rival. 


SIMONE TASSELLI Burn4Free 


PRICE Free 

SUPPLIER Simone Tasselli 
www.burn4free.com 

INFO www.burn4free.com 


CPU Pentium or equivalent 
RAM 128MB 
OS Windows 98, Me, 2000, XP 


ISO-9660, Audio CD, DVD-ROM 


SIMONE TASSELLI 
BURN4FREE 


Features ri 2) 
Performance @ 0 00 
OVERALL 


| 





ust like buses, you wait an age for a freeware 
O CD writing application that offers more than simple 
image burning functions, and then two come along at the 
same time. Alongside the excellent CD/DVD Burner XP 
reviewed on the following page, is the enticingly-titled 
Burn4Free from Spanish developer Simone Tasselli. 

Like most budget or freeware authoring applications, 
Burn4Free is a fairly limited affair, and certainly doesn't offer 
the feature set of something like CD/DVD Burner XP What it 
does offer is basic data and audio CD creation, although, to 
be fair, it does support all types of CD and DVD media, 
including rewriteable discs. Unlike most entry-level 
packages, Burn4Free also fully supports the ISO disc image 
format, and can both burn and create image files. 

Audio disc support is actually quite comprehensive, 
much to our surprise. As well as being able to create 
standard White Book compliant audio CDs from WAV and 
MP3 files, Burn4Free supports WMA and Ogg Vorbis formats, 
as well as the old legacy MP2 and even MP1 formats — a 
real blast from the past. 


Enter the spyware 
Sadly, thats where the good things we have to say about 
Burn4Free come to a shuddering halt. When you install 
Burn4Free, your PC also becomes home to an uninvited 
guest in the form of a piece of alleged spyware. Burn4Free 
quietly sneaks extras in via the back door, and although to 
be fair to Simone the web site does mention this in the 
program's FAQ, its not widely explained in the main 
documentation pages. 

What gets installed is a program called NavHelper from 
UK software outfit NavExcel. This is classed as a browser 
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The cornerstone of Easy CD & DVD Creator 6 is still Creator 
Classic, Roxio’s main mastering application. 


Easy CD Creator has no operational problems, and works 
very well indeed. Our only niggle is that many of its 
components differ in terms of interface design, so you do 
find yourself having to learn new working methods as you 
switch between packages. This isn't a major issue by any 
standards, but it does reduce the cohesive feel of what is 
supposedly an ‘integrated package’. 

Easy CD Creator 6 is friendly, powerful and simple to use. 
Roxio has also incorporated the software into its new Easy 
Media Creator 7 package. But if you dont want the extra frills, 
then Easy CD Creator 6 will satisfy your authoring needs. It 
may not be as flexible as Nero, but it's cheaper and includes 
a full image editor in the shape of Roxios PhotoSuite. 
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Burn4Free looks attractive enough; it’s just a shame about 
the unwanted spyware extras that come with it. 


‘helper application’, although we seriously doubt that most 
of us would find it helpful. Essentially, what NavHelper does 
is redirect searches and 404 Errors via its own sites, in order 
to display targeted ads and highlighted keywords in web 
pages without the page authors consent. Both Simone and 
NavExcel insist that its not spyware, but almost all firewalls 
and anti-virus software will recognise it as such, and offer 
to disable it accordingly. 

Burn4Free could have been a competent freeware 
solution to many peoples burning needs if it were not for the 
unwelcome addition of NavHelper. As such, youre paying to 
use the software, and so we can't recommend Burn4Free as 
a good freeware option. 


DISC AUTHORING 


STEFAN HAGLUND CD/DVD Burner XP 2 


PRICE Free 

SUPPLIER Stefan Haglund 
www.cdburnerxp.se 

INFO www.cdburnerxp.se 


CPU Pentium or equivalent 
RAM 128MB 
OS Windows 98, Me, 2000, XP 


ISO-9660, UDF Audio CD, DVD-ROM 





STEFAN HAGLUND 
CD/DVD BURNER XP 2 
Value 08000000000 
009000000 
Performane @000000000 


Features 





OVERALL 


© ere at PC Plus, we recognise that not everyone has 

a fat wallet when it comes to software shopping. 
Generally, we like to include at least one freeware product in 
a Lab Test wherever possible, but, despite conducting tests 
on CD authoring applications for years now, we've never 
found a full mastering suite available as freeware — until 
now. And not only is CD/DVD Burner XP 2 good freeware, 

its good enough to rattle the cages of quite a few of the 
commercial producers. 

Stefan Haglund is an independent Swedish coder, and 
hes managed to pull off something we doubted we would 
ever see. Not only is CD/DVD Burner XP 2 a freeware 
application — and we mean completely free, rather than 
a cut-down version of a payware product — but it's an 
absolute stonker of a product to boot. Many freeware 
applications, while perfectly functional, are often clunky, 
awkward or simply badly-designed affairs. CD/DVD Burner 
is none of these things. Download this and you will find 
yourself with a very capable mastering and burning suite 
that can deal with both CD and DVD media. 

CD/DVD Burner not only supports internal IDE writers, 
but it also copes perfectly with SCSI and external USB and 
FireWire drives, too. FireWire support in a freeware product? 
Someone needs to give this man a job, since its obvious he 
really knows his CD recording onions. As if further proof was 
needed, the program fully supports technology like BURN- 
Proof for underrun-free discs. 


Stylish interface 

Leaving technology and price aside, CD/DVD Burner is an 
absolute joy to use, and boasts an interface that makes 
paid-for products from the likes of Ashampoo and Audio | 


stomp RecordNow MAX Platinum 


PRICE £50 (£42 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER Stomp Inc. 
www.stompinc.com 

INFO wwwstompinc.com 


CPU 233MHz Pentium 
RAM 128MB 
OS Windows 98SE, Me, NT4, 2000, XP 


VCD, ISO-9660, UDF, Audio CD, 
DVD-ROM, DVD-Video 





STOMP RECORDNOW 
MAX PLATINUM 

Value 0090000 
00900000 


Features 


Performance AAE A) 
OVERALL 





ecordNow MAX Platinum isn't the sort of package 
Q youre likely to see littering the shelves at your local 
branch of PC World, since neither the company nor the 
program are particularly well known in Europe. RecordNow 
does seem to sell well in the States though, so it must have 
something going for it. 

On closer inspection, the program turns out to be yet 
another do-it-all suite aimed at satisfying all of your optical 
mastering and burning needs, on both CD and DVD media. 
The core of the package is built around the venerable Veritas 
burning engine, and as such there are no problems with 
Stability or reliability. 

When we last looked at this particular package, we were 
pleased to note that it shared something in common with 
Nero — the ability to write a DVD-Video file system to UDF 
disc from the requisite VOB files. This feature remains, but 
the Platinum edition of the package now adds the ability 
to encode, design and create your own DVD content. 

Sensibly, RecordNow MAX doesn't re-invent the wheel 
here, and the DVD creation part of the software is handled 
by the bundled NeoDVD Standard Edition. This is a simple 
but worthwhile package for video disc menu construction 
and authoring, and is capable of producing MPEG-1 VCD 
volumes, as well as DVD-Video discs. 


Drag-and-drop 

RecordNow MAX has a fairly basic and uncluttered interface 
which makes disc creation simple enough, without suffering 
from too much cosmetic enhancement’. Drag-and-drop is 
fully supported, and the construction of data volumes is both 
swift and intuitive. lo be honest, youd expect these features 
to be the bare minimum in a half-decent burning package. 








CD/DVD Burner XP looks more like an expensive suite than 
a freeware program, and it’s a joy to use as well. 


look positively primitive by comparison. Drag-and-drop 

is fully Supported, and works flawlessly between Desktop 
and application — take note, Audio |. Audio support is 
also superb, and compatibility with the standard MP3 

and WAV formats is supplemented by automatic decoding 
of WMA and Ogg files. 

Such one-man freeware products don't often surprise 
those of us who've been working in this business for years. 
But Stefan has done just that. We can't praise CD/DVD Burner 
XP highly enough, and it's a serious wake-up call to the 
makers of certain products on test this month. Freeware 
or not, wed encourage you to donate to Stefan for his work 
in producing this superb product. 


m 


i&i Disc Explorer and Drive Properties 


Drive: |_nec DV-5700A (J:)Host:1 1D:0 Lun:0 cd [ae 
ra ae 


—* Type: DVD-ROM Firmware version: 1.91 


CD Text read 


Audio Closed (CD A1), 12 Track(s) 
71:21 - 720.18MB (321075) Used 


Disc serial number: 0191-D2EC 


| Disc, Sessions and Tracks 


(@ Audio Closed (CD A1) 

(@) Session 1 
8:20.50 (037550) print Layout 
5:17.50 (023825) 
4:20.50 (019550) CDDB 


| i)  01-Sonate für Klavier c-moll op. 13 °P... 0:00.00 (000000) 
9:03.25 (040750) 


Be) Raa meee eee 38:20.50 (037550) 
6:11.12 (027837) v CD Text 


| wi@) — 03-Sonate für Klavier c-moll op. 13 °P... 13:38.25 (061375) 
Reading speed: [Max z2 Pq] a 
Type: |MP3 (320 Kbp ¥| Extract Stop 


WE) 04- Sonate für Klavier D-dur op. 28 P... 17:59.00 (080925) 
®©) 05- Sonate für Klavier D-dur op. 28 P... 27:02.25 (121675) 


pot: p e 


877.89MB Free on H: 


RecordNow MAX has a fairly cluttered interface for most tasks, 
but it doesn’t take much getting used to. 


Audio tools are limited in the main program Itself, but the 
inclusion of the separate Click'N Edit Sound LE application is 
worthwhile. This is a competent audio editing suite that's 
also capable of recording directly to hard disk. It also includes 
the ability to directly edit audio tracks in AVI video files, a 
feature we were pleasantly surprised to see. 

Like the major competitors Nero and Easy CD Creator, 
RecordNow MAX is a slick product, which is capable of doing 
everything from CD and DVD burning to label and case 
design. It isnt quite up to Neros standard though, and hasnt 
evolved much since the last version. Considering its price 
and considering the alternatives, it might do a good job but 
its a bit of an also-ran here. 
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Ve rd ICT There are no real grey areas in disc authoring. 
Products are either good or they're bad... 
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Make Audio and Data 
CD 


h e Ner ayer 
l heck v Make MP3 Disc =) Make Mixed Mode CD 
Ahead Nero Burning aces M @ 
(J e@ 
4 
ROM Ultra Edition M RM aeaoe fg nacre 
+ 


PRICE £53 (£46 ex VAT) 





SUPPLIER www.dabs.com 

INFO www.ahead.de 

Gp he PC Plus Editor's Choice award is one we more than in the continued development, expansion 
dont dish out lightly, and is our top award for and refinement of this already world-class authoring 

products that manage to combine both exceptional suite. Not only is there literally nothing Nero cant and 

quality, performance and value for money. This time wont do, but it rolls it all together into one solid, 

around it was fairly clear from the beginning which cohesive and very intuitive package. Nero positively 

product best fitted this description — Ahead's reeks of quality, and we defy anyone not to be 

superlative Nero Burning ROM. impressed with the current version. 

As weve already mentioned, Ahead is a ver 
innovative aay and nowhere is this et PC verdict © @ @ © O 0 Q 9 Q 
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BEST PERFORMER 
Stefan Haglund | Roxio Easy 
CD/DVD Burner XP 2 CD & DVD Creator 6 


PRICE Fiee PRICE £39 (£33 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER Stefan Haglund, www.cdburnerxp.se SUPPLIER www.dabs.com 
INFO www.cdburnerxp.se INFO www.roxio.com 


s far as the Value award goes, its impossible 
to argue with a good product that doesnt cost 





ur Performance award is often bestowed on a 
product that costs more than the norm but still 





a bean. As such, the award goes to lone Swedish offers quality and excellence. Perversely, this months 
developer Stefan Haglund for his truly groundbreaking winner is cheaper than the Editor's Choice. Roxios Easy 
freeware application CD/DVD Burner XP This is an intuitive, CD/DVD Creator is an excellent package with a long 
attractive and, above all, a powerful program which pedigree, and although it doesn’t quite match Nero for 
does the lot, and puts the lesser commercial offerings features or innovation, it remains a solid workhorse for 
to shame in the process. all media types. 


PC verdict © O O 0O O 0 9 90 O PC verdict © O O 0 O 0 9 90 O 
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Nero still leads the way, 
but a stunning freeware 
package could shake up 
this expanding market 


When we last looked at CD 
mastering and authoring software, 
DVD writers were still something 
of a rich man’s plaything. While the 
market leaders offered a decent 
level of support for this fledgling 
CD-beater, many packages opted 
to miss out support for the larger 
optical discs completely. 

A quick flick through this month's 
Lab Test reveals one thing — DVD 
support is here to stay. Back in PC 
Plus 196 we certainly never thought 
we'd see a freeware CD authoring 
package that met the standard 
Stefan Haglund set for himself with 
his CD/DVD Burner XP. If someone 
had suggested the same freeware 
package would be capable of 
writing directly to DVD media, 
something we covered in PC Plus 
203, we'd have asked what they'd 
been drinking. Nevertheless, here 
we are with such a product. 

Now that both CD and DVD 
writers are both cheap and 
plentiful, the authoring market 
is beginning to polarise quite 
noticeably. On one side you have 
packages such as Ahead's Nero 
Burning ROM, Pinnacle’s InstantCD 
and Easy CD/DVD Creator by Roxio 
— true multimedia suites which 
aim to cater for every type of disc 
creation and cover all bases in 
one package. At the other end, 
you have the minimalist option 
— the small but perfectly-formed 
application that sets out to do 
nothing more than write data 
to CD quickly and without fuss. 

Obviously, we don’t all need the 
amount of features something like 
InstantCD offers, and freedom of 
choice is always a good thing. That 
said, it's incredibly hard to argue 
with the way Ahead is steadily 
manoeuvring Nero through a 
rapidly-expanding market. Nero is 
a product that began life as a fairly 
standard burning suite, but is now 
one which innovates on almost 
every front. The latest free update 
to version 6 brings in new features 
not present in the initial release. 
Ahead has some seriously talented 
programmers and designers under 
its wings, and we can't wait to see 
what version 7 will bring. 


SYSTEM CASES 
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Dan Griliopoulos 
dan.griliopoulos @futurenet.co.uk 


Dan Griliopoulos is a whiz with a 
=> dremel, thanks to years of 
modding experience on PCFormat 
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EREORMANC 
AWA IRE 
Performance Award 


Awarded to products that 
excel in our performance 
and quality tests, where 
money is less important 


Building your own compute | fine and.dandy, but what 
do you put it in? Dan Griliopoulos checks out the options 


here's more complexity and power We don't nowy test cases at PC Plus. Recently Value Award 
beneath that beige fascia of your PC than $ however, due perhaps to the proliferation of case- Awarded to products that 
beneath the brow of a fevered Napoleo modding enthusiasts, the rangé of cases available EE EE ote 
complex sufferer. So why leave it beige? We has increased enormously. Most come from the bang per buck 
regularly imprecate you to dump it, and move into Same few factories in Taiwan or China, but, by 
modern world, but we dont expect that most of you @ the time they hit our stores, they have mutated into a 
will have taken note. So here we present, for your thousand and one local brands. Still, there are a 
delectation, a selection of the most modern, few distinct types out there, and its worth knowing 
best-featured and most varied cases available. what you can get for your money. 
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Aerocool Antec Chieftec Coolermaster Iwill Lian-li Mitron Shuttle Soltek Suntek 
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SYSTEM CASES 


AEROCOOL Lubic Airplane 


PRICE £100 (£85 ex VAT) 


SUPPLIER Maplin 0870 439 6000 INFO www.aerocool.com.tw 





L) ego and Meccano geeks 
restrain yourselves; the Lubic 
may look cooler than an iced Inuit, 
but its more fun than functional. To 
Start with, on opening the packaging 
youre confronted with several 
hundred components; a daunting 
scene compared to most cases. 
However, theres enough for several 
cases amid these components, as 
well as the ability to build a case of 
just about any shape, from a testing 
rig to the recommended aeroplane 
design (pictured). 

As with Perspex cases, theres not 
much in the way of shielding here. 
Indeed, theres not much in the way 
of anything beyond a frame, and the 
Perspex sheets covering the body of 
the plane, so again it'll need to be 
kept away from microwaves, IVs 
and the like. 

The Lubic doesnt have any 
features in the normal sense. It does 
have something approximating to a 
motherboard tray, and all the 
components end up nicely spread 
out throughout the superstructure, 
SO access and cooling are easy; Its 
single fan exists more to provide 


cHiEF TEC BX-03B-B-B 


PRICE £50 (£43 ex VAT) 


SUPPLIER www.overclock.co.uk 0870 141 7161 INFO www.chieftec.com 





QO: might look like a toaster, but 
hell, that was Red Dwarfs 
most intelligent character. The 
Stutteringly-monikered BX-03B-B-B 
is a mild reworking of Chieftec’s 
Dragon series design, one of the 
most popular case series ever, with 
a new fascia and slightly more 
consistent feature-set. 

In fact, despite appearances, 
only minor items have changed. The 
front ports are hidden behind a little 
ashtray lid on the case front. This is 
convenient, but the ports are not 
particularly impressive, just the 
Standard 2 USB, 1 Firewire, and an 
audio port. Handily, the (vented) 
bezel covers are easily removed, and 
theres a range of mobile-phone- 
style coloured covers to match your 
drives, plus windowed side panels. 

Like its predecessors, the BX- 
Q3B-B-Bs innovation lies in the 
details. First-off, it has a removable 
washable filter, much like a vacuum 
cleaners, to reduce dust intake via 
the front of the case. Then theres a 
spring design in the drive bays to 
reduce vibration, to keep the drives 
quiet. Theres a neat little twist on 
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something to hang a rotor blade off. 

Our major concern with the Lubic 
is the time it takes to build; this is a 
weekend project at least. It also 
notably lacks any forward ports, or 
support for riser cards, and will 
require endless maintenance to 
make sure that it doesnt fall to 
pieces. That said, its light, it's fun to 
look at, and it'll keep the kids busy 
for the weekend. 


Value 009000009 
Features @00000 
Performance @@OOOOCBO 

















the screws on the 5.25in bay too. 

Beyond that, it's the usual (very 
good) selection of a honeycombed 
build to add cooling, a removable 
fan filter, drive cages with built-in 
fan holders and drive slides to aid in 
hot-swapping. Despite the unusual 
omission of a motherboard tray, this 
is one of the best-priced and best- 
featured cases around, if not one 
of the most handsome. 


Value 0090090090000 
Features @©@0000000900 
Performance © 0 O9 000900 











ANTEC Minuet 


PRICE £52 (£44 ex VAT) 


SUPPLIER MicroDirect 0870 444 4456 INFO www.antec-inc.com 


n unfair representative for 





O Antec this; its other cases (the 


Super Lanboy and P160 in particular) 
are as well designed as any 
Coolermaster or Lian-li case. Yet 
the minuet (and its larger sister, 
the Overture) are something of a 
disappointment. They take the 
horizontal stance beloved of older 
computer cases, and obviously 
are trying to imitate sitting room 
technology. But the design just 
doesn't quite cut the Chesterfield, 
despite all its high-falutin ‘piano- 
black’ description. Perhaps it's the 
Steel construction, rather than 
aluminium, or the paint on top of 
that. It's also pretty heavy for its size. 
The case size necessitates 
Mini-ITX or Micro-ITX boards; not a 
disadvantage in itself, but the low 
profile means it can only take half- 
height PCI cards, and there are only 
a couple of these on the market. 
The power-supply is also rather 
idiosyncratic — a 220W Antec own- 
brand that stretches across the case 
front, and would be very hard to 
replace. Normality is regained with 
the standard selection of ports 





featured on the front bezel, which 
serve to break it up; whether the 
detraction from the design balances 
the utility, we'll leave up to you. 

We also have worries over heat 
build-up; theres room for a mini-thin 
40mm fan at the back of the case, 
but beyond that, theres not much 
possibility of cooling the thing down 
if it gets hot — and with bigger, faster 
hard drives, it will get very hot. 


00900000900900 
Features eee0e00 
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COOLERMASTER Wavemaster 


PRICE £115 (98 ex VAT) 


SUPPLIER Chillblast 0208 892 7555 INFO www.coolermasterusa.com 





Q ive years ago Coolermaster 
was just another OEM, 
churning out cases for all and 
sundry. Two years ago, it became 
‘the’ case manufacturer, suddenly 
producing a range of cases that 
revolutionised the market. Today, it 
might be accused of resting on its 
laurels. After producing some of the 
finest aluminium cases of the last 
ten years, recent releases have been 
somewhat unimaginative. So 

can the Wavemaster restore the 
company’s former reputation? 

Well, yes. Looking at the outside, 
the wave design is superb; we've 
tried avoiding aesthetic Judgements 
here, but the Wavemaster will surely 
attract universal accolades. The wave 
door is stunning, and hangs from a 
fairly strong hinge. Beneath it, two 
fan outputs are concealed behind a 
Stand-out podium. The USB, FireWire 
and audio ports are hidden ina 
demure lockable panel on top of the 
solid unanodised aluminium case 
which can be replaced with a fan 
and filter if you wish. 

Looking inside, you'll be pleased 
to find a slide-out motherboard tray, 





albeit one that sticks a little. Most 
of the case is thumbscrewed, apart 
from the CD drives, which have 
Standard crosshatch screws. You'll 
also have trouble fitting drives in 
here if they protrude at all, as they'll 
clash with the tight-fitting front door, 
but otherwise build quality is perfect. 
The Wavemaster certainly has 
style, although there's nothing very 
original beneath the surface. 


Value 00900090009 
Features 009000009 
Performance LAA E) 


OVERALL 














wit. XP4 Evo 


PRICE £118 (£100 ex VAT ) 


SUPPLIER wwwformulatechnology.co.uk 0118 375 9816 INFO www.iwill.net 





Oo f the ST62K is where Shuttle 
(see review below) is moving 
in future, then the XP4 Evo is where 
its coming from. It's a straightforward 
barebones case, with no bells or 
whistles. Beyond a nice-looking 
fascia, with a flip-down front CD 
plate, theres really very little here. 
The standard ports are concealed 
behind a plate on the left of the 
case, but they seem to be missing 
a FireWire port. Checking the back 
ports, we find theres no FireWire 
support at all, and very little else for 
that matter. It's got surround sound 
at 5.1, but there doesn't appear to be 
very much additional connectivity 
beyond the four USB ports. 
Furthermore, looking inside is 
like looking at a monk‘ cell; sparse, 
devoid of interest and ultimately 
dull. Theres only a single DIMM slot, 
which means a maximum of 1GB 
of RAM, running at 266/200 MHz; 
checking the side of the box, the 
chipset also only supports FSB 
speeds of 533 or 400MHZz, not 
enough for the most modern chips. 
Theres also only one PCI slot, one 
HDD and no AGP slots, and frankly 





none of this is really good enough. 
The only redeeming feature of 
the Iwill is its tendentiously low 
price. Perhaps because of the aged 
components, its less than half the 
cost of an average Shuttle, making 
it actually very good value for 
a minimum system builder. With a 
motherboard, PSU and case all-in 
for just over a hundred nicker, it 
might actually be worth buying. 


Value 009000009000 
Features 00900 
Performance LAA AE) 





MITRON Acrylic Prism 


PRICE £90 (£77 ex VAT) 


SUPPLIER www.overclock.co.uk 0870 141 7161 INFO www.mitron.com.tw 





Q here are definite advantages 
and disadvantages with 
any case, but theyre much more 
extreme in the case of the Mitron. 
Its Perspex build gives it the unique 
advantage of being totally see- 
though. However, it also has the 
unique disadvantage of having not a 
jot of EM shielding, and a tendency 
to build up static, which is hardly 
ideal if youre going to fill it with 
expensive electronic equipment. 
Building it is irritating too, 
although not as irritating as the 
Lubic, featured on page 96. The 
surface finish is highly fragile, and 
needs to be handled with kid gloves 
(included!). The screws aren't the 
strongest either, which is unusual, 
especially considering the Perspex is 
fairly robust. Inside the case there 
are an average number of drive 
bays, which are also Perspex. 
Obviously, theres no motherboard 
tray, and no particularly innovative 
retention or riser clips, although it’s 
easy enough to get into. Finally, the 
fan holes left in the sides give the 
Prism an unfinished feel, although 
they add to its cooling potential (it 





has excellent airflow anyway). 

That said, it's the Prism that has 
elicited the most attention of any of 
the cases we've had on show in the 
labs. As a display model, it's second 
to none, especially when packed 
with lights and gadgets; as a 
practical home PC, its somewhat 
less appealing, although the Perspex 
is also available in coloured and 
U\V-sensitive versions. 


Value 00900000 
Features 00900000900 
Performance LAA) 











SYSTEM CASES 


LIAN-LI 6070A Silent 


PRICE £135 (£115 ex VAT) 


SUPPLIER Chillblast www.chillblast.com INFO www.lian-li.com 


O long with Coolermaster and 
Antec, Lian-li is one of the 
premier producers of high-quality, 
good-looking computer cases. The 
60/0 is its high-end silent case, and 
is packed with all the quality you 
would associate from a top-end 
brand. It's unique in that, despite 

an expensive aluminium build, it 
comes with an all-aluminium door, 
supported by solid metal pins 
extending down the whole front of 
the case, and more silencing kit than 
a mob hit squad. Edging the door is 
what appears to be carbon weave, 
but on closer inspection turns out to 
be painted plastic. 

The rubber sound insulation 
covers the inside of the case (except 
where air has to flow through the 
back and front panels to allow 
cooling). Just below the front door, 
theres thumbscrew access to the fan 
filter — very handy for cleaning, or 
checking out the front two of the 
three low-noise case fans included. 
(These, incidentally, have no fan 
controller, so will always run at a 
Slower, quieter setting than normal 
fans). Below these are the two front 





USB ports; welcome, but meagre. 
Looking inside, theres a good 
selection of drive bays and a couple 
of neat gadgets — the slide-out 
motherboard tray and the fairly- 
effective sound-proofing foam 
(which isn't as good as traditional 
egg-cup shaped sound-proofing 
methods). Well-featured, good- 
looking and quiet, if expensive, the 
60/0 is a good mid-range buy. 


Features 0090000900 
Performance @@ 0O 0000900900 











SHUTTLE ST62K Zen XPC 


PRICE £206 (£175 ex VAT) 


SUPPLIER MicroDirect 0870 444 4456 INFO www.spacewalker.com 


O huttle started the mini-PC 
market, as much as any 
company did, and this box marks 
a return to first principles for it — 
smaller in size at the expense of 
disposable functionality. 

The first interesting thing is the 
power supply — this meagre 180W 
box has been situated outside the 
body of the case, like a traditional 
transformer. This has allowed the 
case to shrink even more, right 
down to 80 per cent of its previous 
size. Diminuation does require 
other sacrifices though, notably the 
floppy drive plug, although, rather 
perversely, the drive bay has been 
left in. Perhaps this is to maintain 
the Mac-alike kitchen-surface 
finish on the fascia. 

The motherboard has all sorts of 
functionality built in, with Radeon 
9100 IGP graphics (ideal for TV and 
older games), SOOMHz FSB support, 
onboard 5.1 surround sound, and 
plenty of ports — more than most 
professional PCs, and with plenty 
of legacy support. Innumerable 
accessories are available, from bags 
to remote controls and wireless 





dongles. Add to all this Shuttles 
traditional silence from its ICE 
technology, and this is a genuinely 
good option in comparison to even 
the high-end cases, despite its 
power shortage and lack of any AGP 
graphics capability. However, the 
more powerful, slightly larger 
Shuttles are only £20 up the food 
chain, so you might be better off 
buying one of those instead. 


Value 009000009000 


Features 009000900 
Performance LAA E) 
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soLTEK Qbic EQ3401 i865 


PRICE £213 (£181 ex VAT) 


SUPPLIER Chillblast 0208 892 7555 INFO www.soltek.com.tw/ 





O oltek isnt a big name in the 
small form factor market, but 
if its future releases are anything 
like this, it deserves to be. Standing 
slightly taller than the usual shuttle 
case, the Qbic looks a mite bland; 
the silver finish looks like a 
cybermans pants, and goes all over 
the case (except the fake-metallic 
plastic at the front.) The most striking 
thing about the Soltek case Is the 
second drive bay on top, hence the 
extra height. This has repercussions 
throughout the design, as we'll see. 
Behind two flip panels on the 
front, theres the usual selection 
of ports, and the 3.5in drive is also 
tucked away here — a sensible 
idea seeing as its unlikely to be 
used that much. Inside theres plenty 
of space, enough for a normal size 
heatsink instead of the usual Shuttle 
passive heatsink. Theres also a 
surprisingly high-powered PSU, 
certified at 250W, which should 
be able to cope with most things 
modern graphics can throw at it. 
The strange graphics-card cooling 
system on the side of the case Is 
also surprisingly efficient, if more 


SUPER FLOWER SF-201T3 


PRICE £67 (£57 ex VAT) 


SUPPLIER www.ebuyer.com 0870 467 0753 INFO www.super-flowercom.tw/ : 





Q his case is also known as 
the Tigi Terminator on these 
shores, presumably because of the 
T3 at the end of its name. And while 
the title might sound a little over- 
the-top, the Terminator is certainly 
an excellent example of the pre- 
modded case. Such cases tend to 
include elements such as extra case 
fans, lights and Perspex display 
panels on the side. The SF-20113 
has five extra fans, three Perspex 
windows, and lights scattered subtly 
across Its Surface. 

The Aluminium-magnesium 
alloy from which It’s constructed 
gives the Terminator a solid yet 
light build, and gives it a fantastic 
brushed aluminium finish. The four 
front USB sockets, single FireWire 
socket and audio sockets all have 
Standard connectors, with extra-long 
cabling for ease of use, and all the 
extraneous cables are neatly tucked 
away, making it a joy to work inside. 
The removable motherboard tray 
and exterior thumbscrews only 
reinforce the impression that this is 
a very well designed case indeed. 

It is missing thumbscrews inside, 





noisy, and should help cool the 
nearby 8x AGP slot. The rest of the 
features are pleasantly standard, 
with SOOMHz FSB supported, two 
Dimms giving up to 2GB, and 2 AIA, 
2 serial ATA, and one floppy port on 
the mini-motherboard. 

So a real winner then? Despite 
the bland looks, despite Shuttles 
market dominance, despite 
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although the multiple removable 
drive cages more than compensate 
for this ommission. 

With all these features, theres 
nothing you can fault in the 
SF-201T3's design, except perhaps 
the price, and the hideous gold 
knobs on the front. Replace these 
and its nigh-on perfect, the BMW 
of computer cases; all the extras, 
and a price to match. 


Value 00900009009 
Features 00900000900900 
Performance @ 0 0 0009090900 





SYSTEM CASES 


SUNTEK TH-657X 


PRICE £65 (£55 ex VAT) 


SUPPLIER Chillblast 0208 892 7555 INFO www.suntekgroup.com 


Q or those who are confused 
by seeing a Mac in a PC 
group test, don't be. The Suntek 
case might have the clear plastic 
smoothness of an Apple G4, but 
beneath that saccharine appearance 
its all PC. (Anyway, as any Mac user 
will tell you, Macs are all about 
design; if the G5 case were available 
for test, it would probably win our 
Performance award). 

The Suntek speaks convenience. 
It sports a handle on the top, for 
easy carrying. The top third of the 
front bezel pops off, for ease of 
access, and even the side pops off 
easily, although it can be secured 
with thumbscrews. Inside the case, 
the design is equally user-friendly, 
Everything on the interior is 
screwless, from the hard disks to 
the (good selection of) CD/DVD 
drives, to the PCI caps at the back, 
and its all done out in clean bright 
colours, so its easy to find your way 
around if there isnt very much light. 
Even though theres no motherboard 
tray, the other features more than 
make up for this. 

Then theres the normal, flimsy 





” ops 
EDITOR'S 
CHOICE 








selection of front ports, and to round 
everything off, theres a 330W PSU 
included. The overall impression is 
of a well-thought through design 
with all the necessary features for a 
top-end case, and none of the 
common problems (save the too- 
heavy steel frame.) With this design, 
these features and this price, the 
Suntek is a worthy winner of our 
Editor's Choice award. 


Value 009000009009 
Features 00909090090000 
Performance @ 0 0 00090900 


YEONG YANG 221B ATX Cube 


PRICE £136 (£116 ex VAT) 


SUPPLIER PCNextDay sales@pcnextday.co.uk INFO www.yycase.com 


ap he Yeong-Yang Cube has a bit 
of a perspective problem; it 


wants to be a mini-PC, but just cant 
cut down on those fatty drive bays. 
So, while the photo here might 
indicate that its for a mini-PC, you 
might be surprised to find that this 

is the biggest case, volume-wise, 

on test. It's also got a simply 
humungous 15 drive bays, and could 
comfortably double as a dog-kennel 
when its PC days are over. 

That said, look beyond the scale 
of the beast and theres nothing 
much to it. For a server case, access 
is singularly difficult; first you have 
to undo the lock, then the front 
bevel has to come off, then the 
side, and only then is access to the 
interior at all possible. Inside, the 
cube is curiously split into two 
chambers; one for the motherboard 
and PCI cards, and one for the 
various drives. 

The weak among you would 
be well-advised to avoid this case. 
Weighing in at a tremendous 134kg 
with nothing inside, the steel Cube 
is a Serious threat to sciatica 
sufferers everywhere. Beyond Its 





weight, however, there are 
absolutely no features to speak of. 
The Cube has LEDs and power 
switches and sides, but nothing 
imaginative, nothing impressive. If 
youre looking for a very expensive 
plain black box, with access 
problems, but which does a pretty 
passable imitation of the monolith 
in 2001: A Space Odyssey, then the 
Cube is just the case for you. 


009000 
0090009 
Performance AAA e) 


OVERALL 
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Manufacturer Aerocool Antec Chieftec Coolermaster 

Model Lubic Airplane Minuet BX-03B-B-B Wavemaster 

Info www.aerocool.com.tw www.antec-inc.com www.chieftec.com www.coolermasterusa.com 
Price £100 (£85 ex VAT) £52 (£44 ex VAT) £50 (£43 ex VAT) £115 (£98 ex VAT) 
Supplier Maplin 0870 439 6000 MicroDirect 0870 444 4456 www.overclock.co.uk Chillblast 0208 892 7555 
Drive bays external/internal 4x 5.25in, 4x 3.5in 1x 5.25in, 1x 3.5in/1x 3.5in 4x 5.25in, 6x 3.5in/2x 3.5in 4x 5.25in, 5x 3.5in/1x 3.5in 
Weight (Kg) N/A (Heavy, though) 6.7 125 8 

Dimensions (mm) N/A 97x428x 473x205x522 540x198x458 

M/B tray Yes No No Yes 

Front USB/FireWire Varies 2/1 2/1 2/1 

Form factor ATX Micro-ATX ATX ATX 

Material Aluminium Steel Steel Aluminium 

Miscellaneous Modular 220w PSU 
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Manufacturer Iwill Lian-Li Mitron Shuttle 

Model XP4 Evo 6070A Silent Acrylic Prism ST62K Zen XPC 

Info www.iwill. net www.lian-li.com www.mitron.com.tw www.spacewalker.com 
Price £118 (£100 ex VAT) £135 £115 ex VAT) £90 (£70 ex VAT) £206 (£175 ex VAT) 
Supplier www-formulatechnology.co.uk www.chillblast.com www.overclock.co.uk MicroDirect 0870 444 4456 
Drive bays external/internal 2x 5.25in, 1x 3.5in/1x 3.5in 4x 5.25in, 5x 3.5in/3x 3.5in 4x 5.25in, 5x 3.5in/3x 3.5in 1x 5.25in, 1x 3.5in/1x 3.5in 
Weight (Kg) 2.25 7 5.5 5.2 

Dimensions (mm) 190x160x270 210x460x525 475x220x445 280x190x170 

M/B tray No Yes No No 

Front USB/FireWire 2/0 2/0 0/0 2/0 

Form factor Shuttle ATX ATX Shuttle 

Material Aluminium Aluminium Perspex Steel 

Miscellaneous Self-build 


DETAILS 














Manufacturer Soltek Suntek 

Model Qbic EQ3401 i865 TH-657X 

Info www.soltek.com.tw www.suntekgroup.com 
Price £213 (£181 ex VAT) £65 (£55 ex VAT) 
Supplier Chillblast 0208 892 7555 Chillblast 0208 892 7555 
Drive bays external/internal 2x 5.25in, 1x 3.5in/1x 3.5in 4x 5.25in, 4x 3.5in/1x 3.5in 
Weight (Kg) 5 12 

Dimensions (mm) 330x215x200 450x200x480 

M/B tray No No 

Front USB/FireWire 2/1 2/1 

Form factor Shuttle ATX 

Material Steel Aluminium/Perspex 





Miscellaneous 250W PSU, free bag 330W PSU 


Super Flower Yeong Yang 
SF-201T3 221B ATX Cube 
www.super-flower.com.tw www.yycase.com 
£67 (£57 ex VAT) £136 (£116 ex VAT) 


www.ebuyer.com sales@ pcnextday.co.uk 

4x 5.25in, 6x 3.5in/3x 3.5in 6x 5.25in, 7x 3.5in/2x 3.5in 
6.5 13.4 

500x210x460 340x440x352 

Yes No 

4/1 0/0 

AIX ATX/Extended ATX 
Aluminium Steel 


5x fans included 


PC TTC?) Ce- Tc?) C VTC w 9) CL- verdict @ 


How we tested 


There were no definitive criteria by which to compare this disparate selection, so the tests varied between models 


he cases we've selected are a fairly representative sample of 

what's on the market, excepting the very low-end cases, the sub- 
£20 mark. These all tend to have the same feature sets, and would get 
an overall 6/10 in this test. Occasionally, you may see higher-end cases 
in this price category. In this situation, it's very much caveat emptor; as in 
any market, there are poorer quality rip-offs of quality cases that seek to 
pass themselves off as originals. Check the vendor's credentials before 
you purchase any case you're unsure of; they won't be terrible normally, 
but may not be of the quality you're looking for. 

The first thing we did was build the cases, and establish what 
components each needed for testing. Those that didn't come with a 
motherboard had one installed; other components were installed as 
needed, to test out particular features. For example, the Suntek TH-657X 
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had fairly unique PClI-slot clips and unusual hard drive clips, so we tested 
these by putting the appropriate components in. The Lubic, on the other 
hand, was tested to see if it was stable when built, and whether its 
aeroplane-style fan blades would rotate under the power of an 80mm 
fan (they do, just). We also checked that the cables supplied with our 
motherboards stretched across the voids inside the cases; only the Lubic 
and Yeong Yang came up anywhere near short on this. Hard drive cages 
were tested to see how easy they were to remove. Similarly, we tested 
to see how much room there was to work with once all the components 
were installed; only the Shuttle, Iwill and the Antec came up short on 
this front, and with their small form factor, that's to be expected. Overall, 
we checked for quality of build, lightness of case and ease of set-up and 
alteration. Nothing disappointed terribly. 
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EDITOR'S CHOICE 


Suntek TH-657X 


PRICE £65 (£55 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER Chillblast 0208 892 7555 
INFO www.suntekgroup.com 


O strange winner this; a plastic case, that looks 
like a Mac case, wont appeal to everyone. But 


inside the case theres a massive selection of gadgets 
and innovations. While we wouldn't normally 
recommend buying a case with a built-in power 
supply, this unit's 330W PSU should be enough for 
most uses, and the rest of the case backs it up. 
Everything is easy-access, from the clips on the PCI 
Slots to the canny CD drive securing pins and the 


PERFOR MAN 
SOAUARD os 


wm wtf 


Super Flower SF-201T3 


PRICE £67 (£57 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER www.ebuyer.com 0870 467 0753 
INFO wwwsuper-flower.com 


O ll the fans in the world dont make a bad case 
good, but the Super Flower has so many other 
features to recommend it; a slide-out motherboard 

tray, a huge selection of ports on the front, a mostly 
screwless inside with pop-out drive cages, and three 
Perspex windows. The black brushed aluminium doesn't 
look half-bad either, and it comes in at an excellent price. 
It would have been the Editors Choice, were it not for the 
tacky fools-gold knobs. 


PC verdict 00 Q 0009090 


SYSTEM CASES 


pop-off 5.25in topper on the front of the case. Even the 
thumbscrews on the back are pretty much redundant, 
thanks to the pop-off doors, but they‘e still there. It's 
also been carefully bevelled inside, and the selection 
of ports on the front is perfect. It's also demure, and 
the plastic and steel combination should age well, 
outlasting many motherboards and drives. 


PC verdict 0 0O O O 9O 0O 9 90 Q 





BEST VALUE 


Chieftec BX-03B-B-B 


PRICE £50 (£43 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER www.overclock.co.uk 0870 141 7161 
INFO www.chieftec.com 


@ o motherboard tray, and no power supply, yet the 
lack of features is made up for by the Chieftec’s 


excellent build, and the professional design inside. The 
pop-off bezels and selection of colours, together with a 
massive amount of space, confer on It a statesmanlike 
economy, and the price is perfect (even if much cheaper 
cases are available). When you see the range of bays 
inside, the masses of elbow room and the carefully- 
bevelled edges, you'll see why its such good value. 


PC verdict © O O 0 0 0 9 90 O 
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In such a subjective field as this it was difficult to come 
up with a clear winner, but three cases stood out 


Ultimately the choice is 
yours, and you may even 
want to wait a few months, 
as changes are afoot 


The final choice of case is very 
much an individual one. Form 
reflects purpose entirely in cases 
and, depending on what you're 
looking for, you'll need a particular 
model. If you're looking for a 
display case, then a pre-modded or 
Perspex case is ideal, even if the 
the lack of EM shielding is a 
drawback. If you're going to be 
building the rig with your kids 
about — something we wouldn't 
recommend -— or you're a big kid 
yourself, then the Lubic is a fun 
case, with endless flexibility. 

A user looking to build a case 
that will last them a good few 
motherboards should look for 
several things; solid build quality is 
the most important factor, closely 
followed by material. If you can 
afford it, go for aluminium over 
steel, as the weight difference is 
significant. If you don't go for 
anodised aluminium beware; this 
will make your steel components 
rust later on. 

As regards the inside of the 
case, you'll want easy standardised 
port connectors to the front USB, 
audio and FireWire ports, and 
thumbscrews everywhere, or 
equally easy-to-use clips and 
toggles. The motherboard tray 
should, if possible, slide out of the 
back of the case, and drive cages 
should come out sideways, 
towards the removable side panel. 
Fans and power supplies are 
welcome extras, but always 
remember to factor-in their cost; 
fans only cost a few pounds, and 
a cheap 300W PSU can cost just 
over a tenner. Is the manufacturer 
ripping you off? 

Finally, if you're reading this a 
few months down the line, it might 
be wise to hold fire for a moment. 
The new BIX standard motherboard 
should be arriving soon, which will 
alter the way motherboard and PC 
cases are laid out. Power supplies 
and most components should carry 
over, but case layouts might 
change. If you're not prepared to 
commit to the ATX standard for 
another year, or want to upgrade 
to BTX to take advantage of PCI- 
Express and other forthcoming 
technologies, our advice is to wait. 
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Paul Grosse and Wilf Hey embark on another journey into the 
backwoods of softwareland in pursuit of answers to your queries 





aul Grosse and Wilf Hey are here to tackle 

all matters, great and small, looking at little- 

known features and programs that will 
enhance your PC-using experience. They thrive on 
answering questions on a wide range of your most 
troublesome subjects. This month, they mark out new 


territory, finding lost keys, cleaning up a desktop or 


WINDOWS 


Keeping the Product 
Key to hand 


I've lost the Windows Product 

Key on my Windows 98 
system. | think I'm going to need it 
in order to reinstall, so I'm in deep 
trouble — unless you can help me to 
find it. Surely it must be somewhere 
inside the Registry? 
K Clare 


Youfe quite right — some 

forms of reinstallation will 
need the Product Key, and of course 
it will be needed if you install on a 
new processor. After we lead you to 
it, make sure that you keep it in a 
permanent place! Why not write it on 
the Windows Installation CD itself? 


You will find it inside the Registry 

at: My Computer\HKEY_LOCAL_ 
MACHINE \Software\Microsoft\ 
Windows \CurrentVersion\ProductKey 


It'S a string of four groups of six letters, 
separated by hyphens. If you dont 
like to navigate through the registry 
tree structure, the easiest way to get 
there is to bring down the Edit menu 
in Regedit, and click on Find. lype 
ProductKey (noting the capital P 

and K), hit [Enter], and wait. When 
Regedit finishes its search, be careful 
to check that the path (along the 
bottom) is as expected, in case 
somebody has by chance added 
ProductKey as an item relevant to 
some other installed software. Then 
press [Enter] to bring the ProductKey 
to the screen with no abbreviation. 
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two, teaching Windows to read data displayed by 
MS-DOS, bringing sound where there was silence, 

and checking out whether cookies can be dangerous. 

If you have a web site, a reader offers you a foolproof 
method for making sure you don’t get bombarded with 
spam. And, just for fun, Paul and Wilf show you how to 
credit yourself in your system properties pages! 


ab)PF_AccessoriesN... 
ab) PiFirstTimeOnly 
ab) Plus! VersionNu... 
ab)Productid 


ab)ProductName 


~~ ‘ -~ 


y Computer\HKEY_LOCAL_MACHINE\Software\Microsoft\ 


Of course the Windows Product Key is recorded within the Registry. You shouldn't 
lose it, as you may need it in the future. So if you have lost it, go and get it now. 


Dont try to change anything during this 
run of Regedit. 


MS-DOS 


DOS Screen Display 
in a Window 


I have responsibility for 

several chemical processes, 
many supported by programs that, 
as yet, are only available in MS-DOS. 
Most of the little MS-DOS programs 
we still have don't bother me too 
much, even though I have switched 
to Windows (98 SE if it makes any 
difference). With them, the output is 
to printer, and a tech-minded 
colleague showed me how to ‘pipe’ 
the printer output from such a 
program to a file. When I want 
figures that are only available 
through these programs, I run the 
programs with a ‘pipe’ to a file, and 
then read the file with an editor 
running under Windows. 

I said ‘most’ because there is one 
fly in the ointment. One program in 
particular puts its output direct to 
screen. | have asked whether there's 
any programmer who can modify it 


to write to printer or disk, but, for 
various reasons, that isn't going to 
be easy. l'm promised all will be 
sorted out eventually, but | wonder 
if, for the time being, there's any 
way of getting that screen output 
into Windows? 

Jon Sindon 


Theres an easy way that will 
work for most MS-DOS programs 
that produce output to screen only, but 
you'll have a few problems with some 
MS-DOS display modes and Windows 
XP — but since youte using Windows 
98 you should be okay. 

The method requires running the 
program that needs the MS-DOS 
environment in a ‘DOS BOX instead 
of a simple DOS partition. These two 
different ways of running MS-DOS 
from Windows each provide different 
benefits for users. Running a DOS 
partition means loading the MS-DOS 
command interpreter, and giving It 
control, seemingly independent of 
Windows. Running a DOS BOX means 
that the individual programs are each 
Started from within Windows, and the 
program running under MS-DOS gets 
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its own window, which is relocatable 
and resizable. 

If youre used to starting the MS- 
DOS-dependent program from the 
START/RUN dialog, it's in a DOS BOX 
already, but if it has to be initiated from 
within MS-DOS (for example, if it uses 
the environment table, has a special 
device, sets ERRCODE, or must be run 
from a BAT file) then when you see 
its screen output, you can ‘convert’ 
it to a DOS BOX temporarily, by keying 
[Alt]+lENTERI. 

When you have the display in a 
DOS box, you'll see some icons at the 
top of its window. The leftmost one 
is a drop-down list that controls the 
shape, size and font of the box; you 
may well want to try others for the 
best display. The other icons are MARK 
(similar to SELECT), COPY and PASTE, 
then theres a gap until you find FULL- 
SCREEN, followed by three property- 
related icons. MARK enables you to 
highlight a rectangular selection of 
pixels from the screen (remember that 
DOS pixels tend to be very big — one 
character can fit on each), and COPY 
and PASTE work with the good old 
Windows clipboard. When youre 
finished copying what you want to 
the clipboard, click on FULL-SCREEN, 
or alternatively, key [Alt]+[Enter] again. 
At your leisure, you can paste the 
MS-DOS displayed data into a word 
processor, notepad or editor. 


Spam-sifting 


MARK 
PASTE 


COPY 








Paul Grosse 
paul.grosse @futurenet.co.uk 


Paul started helping people 
with their problems on the PC 
back in the 1980s, and 
programs for fun 





Yes, you can move displayed data (in character format) from MS-DOS into Windows, 
courtesy of the controls on a DOS BOX and the faniliar Windows clipboard. 


By the way, we like to use this for 
capturing in Windows the output from 
the DIR command so that we can 
edit it and print it in useful ways. The 
easiest way to do this is to start up a 
DOS partition, and then key [Alt]+[Enter] 
to turn it into a DOS box. 


WORD 


Late formatting 


There are many problems connected 
with formatting, especially when youre 
continually importing and modifying 
bits and pieces from elsewhere. You 
can import clips from other Word 
documents, for example, retaining 
their format, including emphasis, 
highlighting, colour, style and font. If 


this becomes inconvenient, you can 
‘paste special’ and bring it in as text 
only. This enables you to impose 
your own format subsequently. 

We've found that its the rare 
long document that will not benefit 
from plain, ‘formatless’ composition, 
using ‘paste special’ (of course) 
when bringing in other text. 

When the document is nearing 
completion, we consider formatting 
more seriously. 

You may well find that during 
the creative stage you may not 
have anticipated all the styles you'll 
eventually need — so why not wait 
until this later stage, when the text 
is all in place and you know what's 
needed. Now you can make use of = 


Sort the legitimate email from the Spam with this foolproof (not idiot-proof) method 


Email is becoming increasingly unusable 
because of the sheer quantity of spam 
that has to be sifted through. However, 
Mark Stafford suggests an excellent 
solution to the problem. 

Like many people, he has his email 
address on his web site, and, like 
anybody who has their email address 
on their web site, he’s sent spam. 
However, on his web site, he suggests 
that anybody writing to him for 
legitimate reasons should begin the 
subject line with a short string — say 
four characters — which is specified on 
his site next to the email address thus: 
‘Subject: DF7A Your web site is great!’ 
would be valid. Any spammers can't 


know the code unless they visited 
his site and noted it. With a list of 
‘10 million valid email addresses’, 
that would be a lot of checking. At 
the receiving end, the mail client 
rules work along the lines of: 


EJ Check the address against 
grandma's and a few other knowns, 
because they won't remember. 


E Check for any mail-list server 
addresses that are wanted, and then, 
anything that doesn’t include ‘DF7A’ 

(or the current string; change it as often 
as you like) is deleted from the server. 


All you downloaded was the mail 
header—no body, no attachments. 

In reality, it doesn't matter where the 
string goes in the subject line but if it’s 
at the beginning, it's less likely to be 
forgotten by the sender. He also advises 
that when you start this, email 
everyone you want ‘in’ on this so that 
they know about it and give them a 
chance to remember. Also, choose a 
string that wouldn't be found within 
normal words as this is rather like a 
password. Using only letters and 
numbers, a three character string with 
two letters and one number has over 
20,000 combinations, none of which 
are parts of real words. E 
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Wilf Hey 


wilf. hey @futurenet.co.uk 


Wilf has been hanging around 
computers for decades now: 
you'd think that something 
clever would rub off on him 





WRITE IN 


Email your questions to: 
pcplushelpdesk@futurenet.co.uk 
Or write to: 

HelpDesk, PC Plus 

30 Monmouth Street 

Bath BA1 2BW 

Or fax: 01225 732 295 

HelpDesk welcomes questions, 
tips and follow-ups to published 
items, but please note that we 
can only respond via the pages 
of the magazine. 


HELP US HELP YOU! 


We get thousands of emails each 
month, so please send your 
messages to the correct address. 
Email SuperDisc problems to 
pcplus.support@futurenet.co.uk 


NOTE In the subject line, use “AST ( 
not even be downloaded. 


Thus: 
Subject: AGTY SIRDS help needed 


would be downloaded whereas 
Subject: SIRDS help needed 
would not 


The reason for this apparent insanity is 
the next person. 





If it’s good enough for Mark 
Stafford, configure the rules in 
Outlook Express to put this to 
one side. 
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Tipet ean WAERED AAS 


Iuga JODO WS | MOTEPAD E 


|v & Cut 
|v B Copy 





TOP TIP 


lv © Can't Redo 
| v @ Hyperlink... 


The ‘Paint Format’ icon is so 
useful that you may like to move 
it on to your personal Standard 
Toolbar configuration. 























If your sytem has lost sound, 
check whether any of the 
volume settings have been 
accidentally muted. 





a wonderful, easy feature of Word that 
seems neglected by so many: ‘format 
paint’. In Word's Standard Toolbar (this 
is the one with the ‘zoom’ displayed 
as a percentage) you may find a broad 
paintbrush. If not, it has probably been 
abbreviated from your format, and you 
can restore it by clicking on the 
Add/remove buttons’ chevron at one 
end of the toolbar, then checking the 
‘Format Painter’ icon, which will then 
appear in the same section as 
cut/copy/paste icons. The way format 
painting works is simplicity itself, 
although it can produce messy results 
if your finger slips — but nothing that 
cant be fixed readily. 


EJ First, select text or a paragraph 
whose format you want to copy. 
(With a paragraph, you must 

have the paragraph marker itself 


Sometimes it would be helpful to have NOTEPAD load 
with its screen maximised. You can do this for your 
own purposes easily, by finding its icon (or its name, 
via the Start directory) and right-clicking on it. Choose 
Properties, and in the properties sheet go down to 
‘Run parameter’, open the choice menu with the 
symbol on the right of it, and change it to ‘Maximized’. 
You can do this trick with most Microsoft utilities. 


as part of the selection). 


E Now double-click on the ‘format 
painter’ icon. 


E The mouse cursor will now 
become the paint brush. Wipe the 
mouse cursor, holding down the left 
button, through the text or paragraph 
you want to take on the format that 
you've selected. 


You can paint other text or 
paragraphs with that same format. 
When you've finished painting, 
either click once on the ‘format 
painter’ icon, or press [Esc], to 
return the cursor to normal. 


There are drawbacks to doing things 
this way, but on balance we find it a 
very convenient strategy. 

Remember that if you find this 
method useful, you can rewrite your 
stylesheets with the icon in the 
Standard bar so that it's available, or 
get used to the key combination for 
it, which is [Ctrll+[Shiftl+IC]. 

In step two above, you can, if you 
prefer, click once only; then the cursor 
can be used to paint only once (and 
you wont need to click on the icon 
again, or press [Esc]. However, you 
may find that if youre not deft with 
your hand movements, you wont 
paint everything that you wanted to 


WINDOWS Sounds of silence 


If your system has suddenly gone quiet, there's probably a simple explanation 


Q: After somebody got on to my 
system and exercised their awkward 
fingers, I've found that my system 
has somehow lost its sound! It 
makes all the motions as if it’s playing 
music, for example, and I can hear 
the modem when it starts. Can you 
tell me how to sort this? Should 

l install some drivers? If so, 

which ones? 

C Delingat 


A: There's no need to panic: almost 
certainly something on the system 
has been muted. This is very easy 
to do when youre fiddling around 
with things you don't know about, 
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and your ‘intruder’ has probably 
done this, or something similar. 

After eliminating the obvious, 
such as checking your speakers are 
plugged in, left-click on the speaker 
icon in your system tray. This should 
load the Volume Control applet (in 
the Taskbar), and display a single 
volume slider above the system tray. 
First check to see if the mute box is 
checked — it's just below the slider. 
If it is, uncheck it. 

If this doesn't solve the problem, 
then dismiss the Volume Control 
applet (clicking on it will do) and 
then double-click on the speaker 
icon. This will bring up an expanded 





paint the first time, so double-clicking 
will serve you better. 


WEB PAGES 
Using alt text in HTML 


I've built a web site, and 

applied for a number of 
awards of which | think it is worthy. 
However, the feedback I've received, 
such as there is, comments on my 
lack of use of alt tags with images 
and navigation. Surely, the images 
themselves say enough about where 
the link goes? Is there any use for alt 
tags or are they just nit-picking? 
Ron Simons 


On web pages, alt tags have 

a great deal of use in images, 
especially if the image is a hyperlink; 
the alt tag is in effect a navigation tool. 
From a totally unscientific snapshot 
of some web statistics, around 88 per 
cent of users use Microsoft Internet 
Explorer 5x or 6x, with the rest being 
divided up variously between Mozilla, 
Netscape, Safari, Konqueror and Opera. 
Due to the nature of these statistics 
— they were gathered from an image 
downloaded by the browsers — the 
text-only browsers, or those configured 
not to download images, wont show 
up in them. 

One such browser is ‘links’ — in 

the screenshot as the telnet session 


set of Volume Controls, all attached 
to various devices. Check whether 
some of these have been muted 
when this is not desired. 

If there's still no sound, look deeper 
into the options related to sound. 
You can do this by right-clicking on 
the speaker icon (still in the system 
tray) and then clicking on the Adjust 
Audio Properties option. This will 
take you through the options that 
are specific to your system. If 
nothing is obvious, then you will 
at least have at your fingertips 
a lot of the information that an 
engineer may need to troubleshoot 
your problem. E 
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Internet 


Document a download without any confusion 





Most of us download program by NOTEPAD, in our download name of the file and what you 

installation files from time to time. directories. Don't forget that you'll expect from it. ete I j 

As a rule they have little to identify find it less bothersome to separate Make provision for calling up brief jottings that remind you why 
themselves when you get around work from research, news, and games, NOTEPAD with a single button or you bothered to download a file. 
to try out the new software. What is so more than one download directory keystroke so that it's no burden to 

JQ406.EXE and why did I think it might is a good idea. As a file is being document a download, and don't 

be worthwhile? It's just this sort of downloaded and before its name and forget the trick (see HelpDesk in 

confusion that led us to keeping a purpose become fleeting memories, recent issues) that logs the date and 

little TXT file, created and maintained call up NOTEPAD and jot down the time with the note automatically. © 





— which makes no use of images SESE ee 
at all, but instead displays the alt text 
or simply ‘IIMGI’. These browsers are 
useful if you don't want to load up the 
graphical user interface on a system 
— either because you don't have 
access to graphics, or you can't for 
some reason, such as you are setting 
up a system, and need to access the 
Internet to download files. 

Another, and perhaps more 
important reason is for people who 
have no use for graphics, such as the 


LOST COOKIES 


Lea Winters tells us that 

since she installed a piece 

of software that cleans up 
after her Internet browsing 
sessions, she has to type in 
her passwords to gain access 
to the sites she visits. The 
reason for this is that many 
sites use cookies to remember 


, : S 5 vou mwe ma (IDET iian tos iair mora T m piar PE Eeppi eier | , i i 
visually impaired. You don't need a =e tad =e session-specific details such 
, , ; 21,500 ee m hi es =| T Payee z ii zi T À n da ! iw a a smn i h . r J- rip 5 E 
special browser to view a web site D: ie aaran oriek hars f eee n as passwords. Cookies in 
without images either — even Internet | mn mbara tne ri stu ees themselves are quite safe: it’s 


only when you let JavaScript 
run on your computer that the 
information can leak out (it’s 





Explorer can be configured not to 
download images. If youre curious, 


all you need to do is click on Tools| If your web pages are there because they're an information resource, use the more ‘squeezed’ out). If you 
Internet Options... then, in the Internet html ‘alt’ tag to make sure that image links make sense in text-only browsers. want to keep your passwords, 
Options dialogue, click on the keep the cookies but don’t use 
Advanced’ tab and scroll to around the page complete, load it into your readers will just read out the text as scripting or ActiveX. 
two-thirds of the way down. Un-check favourite text editor, and break the its found, so if you have an outdoor 
‘Show Pictures’ and click ‘OK’. You can lines up, as in the notepad display pursuits web site with two images 
now see how navigable the site is in the screenshot. You can see how next to each other, they could end up 
from just the alt-tag text. Internet Explorer displays them when saying ‘flock of sheep abseiling down 
Theres one other use of alt text. the mouse hovers over the link. a cliff face. 
Many browsers will display the alt In addition to links, you can use To serious web users, navigability 
text if you hold the mouse over the alt text over any image, although and content win out over style every 
image for more than around half a you must be careful what you say time so, if you want your web site 
second. Here, the alt text can enhance in them — simply repeating the file to be an information resource to 
the image, by providing information name of the image file is of no use people regardless of their abilities 
in more detail than you can fit on to to blind people who will have read and disabilities, then you need to 
the image. With this use, the alt text out to them ‘small blue arrow, small make sure that your alt text is used 
can be formatted, so that it runs into green arrow, large red bullet...” and so intelligently, on just about any 
new lines at your discretion. With on. Another thing to remember is that browser on any operating system. > 


OEMINFO. ini 


[General] 
Manufacturer=Bristol Robotics A x66 Family 15 Modei 2 Stepping 4 


x6 Femy 15 Model 2 Stepping 4 Sst cae 
512.0M8 RAM 








Microsoft provides for OEM parties (Original With NOTEPAD, or some other text editor, create You should get very pleasing results, even if 
Equipment Manufacturers) to record their OEMINFO.INI in the WINDOWS\SYSTEM folder you use a photograph for the OEMLOGO.BMP. 
information on your system properties page. If the with two lines: [general] in the first and If you select a tiny portion of the surrounding colour 
OEM area is blank, you can add your own message Manufacturer=(with your choice following) in the in the dialog box, you can import it into the BMP, 
and picture simply by creating two small files. (You second. You can also create a BMP file up to 180 and employ it as the background to the main object 
can see this page by keying WINFLAG + PAUSE/BREAK, pixels wide, 114 pixels high, called OEMLOGO.BMP of the picture. 
or by STARTISettings!Control PanellSYSTEM). in the same folder. 
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WINDOWS 95/98 REGISTRY Backing up the Registry 


This is a simple operation — and you can check the accuracy of the Registry at the same time 


0) You always mention that the 
responsible computer user will 
make a back up of the Registry 
before making any change. How 


do you do this in Windows 95 or 98? 


Lee Smith 


A) It's particularly easy to do. You 
run (from Start| Run is easiest) the 
program ScanRegw. This checks the 


You should have the system 
update that guarantees 
remote files are accessible, 
even if they're in a well of 
folder-type addresses. 





integrity of the Registry, and offers 


you the opportunity to back up the 
current Registry. In Windows 98 there's 


a complete process going on when 


recent ‘clean’ version backed up. 
Maybe it hasn't occurred to you 


Computer\HKEY_LOCAL_MACHINE\System\CurrentControlSet\Services\VxD\MSTCP 





MICROSOFT 


Remote addressing of files 


Somewhere along the way between 
developing Windows 95 and 98, 
Microsoft realised that pathnames 
to some files, which include all 

the ‘folder names’ on the way from 
the root, would inevitably end up 
fairly long. Theres an entry in the 
Registry which determines the 
maximum length of a file. You can 
find it at: 


HKEY_ LOCAL MACHINE\system\ 
CurrentControlSet\Services\VxD\ 
MSTCP\in the keyword DefaultTTL 


If you click on that key, you should 
find it set to ‘128’. If it is, fine; if not, 
make sure you end Regedit and back 
up the Registry. Then go back, retrace 
the steps and edit DefaultI TL so that 
it becomes 128. When you next boot 
the processor, you'll have the range 
of your system increased, at almost 
no overall cost. 


you boot up for the first time in a day, 
backing up the Registry automatically 
the first time if it's ‘clean’, and if not, 

it restores the Registry from the most 


what use is made of a Registry back 
up. Windows may not work reliably if 
the Registry has become corrupted, so 
MS-DOS comes to the rescue. You start 
your PC in DOS mode, and then key 
SCANREG / RESTORE and ENTER. This 
will restore the Registry to the state 

of the last back up. When you next 
start in Windows you should be rid 

of the corruption. © 


APACHE 


Refusing to start 


| have an Apache web server 

running on a Windows 
computer just for internal use — 
there's no access from the Internet 
to the server. As many of the files 
are used frequently, | decided to 
put them on a USB flashdisk, so 
that continual disk access wouldn't 
wear out my hard drive prematurely. 
I configured the webroot in the 
httpd.conf file to point to a 
subdirectory on drive G: which 
is the flashdisk, and also made 
Apache use the disk for the 
access.log for the same reason. 

All went well until | bought 
another flashdisk so that | could 
carry some files around with me. 
Now, when I reboot the computer, 
Apache won't start, stating that 
there's an error in the configuration 
file. What's going on here? 

Chris Richmond 


It sounds as though the 
problem is caused by the 
fact that there are two flashdisks, and 
the Apache configuration file looks 
for the directory structure in a specific 
disk drive — in your case named as G: 
in Apaches configuration file. When 
you put the second flashdisk in, 
Windows will assign a letter to it — 


Thostal 


Fikes hustuta salmini bahasa weal ba momia a nasm) Geah hig Sheila 
haat 
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{CEJ 
SCANREGW does a sterling job for 
Windows 9x, checking the Registry 


for general orderliness and giving 
you the chance to keep it backed up. 











possibly H:, and it will appear in 
Windows explorer as just that. 
However, when you boot up, your 
hardware is scanned in a particular 
order, and it could simply be down 
to which USB socket they‘ in. You'll 
probably find that your directory 
structure that used to be in G: is now 
under H:, and when Apache looks 
for it on Startup, it wont find it, and 
will stop. 

There are (at least) two solutions 
to this problem, depending on how 
frequently you boot up your computer. 
If its very infrequently, then all you 
have to do is make sure the flashdisk 
that you want is plugged in, wait for 
Windows to settle down and then 
plug the other one in. Doing this will 
mean that Apache can find its directory 
Structure, and you shouldn't have 
further problems. 

The other solution depends 
on whether you can convince your 
version of Windows that a particular 
drive should be allocated a particular 
drive letter. You can assign particular 
drive letters to devices by doing the 
following: In Windows 98, right-click 
on the ‘My Computer’ icon on your 
desktop and click on ‘Properties’. 
Then, click on the ‘Device Manager’ 
tab and then click on ‘View devices 
by connection’. Expand ‘Plug and Play 
BIOS' by clicking on the ‘+’ and then 
expand ‘PC! Bus’ in the same way. 


Ta laari a haken om piur cei cinw ty check, baa 
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If you're in the habit of dropping shortcuts 
directly on to the desktop — Internet Explorer 
does this without any option of where to put them 
— then you could end up with a desktop like the one 
above. If you want to keep the shortcuts, right-click 
on a blank bit of the desktop (if you can find some!) 
and select ‘Properties’. 
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With the ‘Display Properties’ dialogue box now 
displayed, click on the ‘Desktop’ tab, then on 
the ‘Customize Desktop...’ button. This displays the 
‘Desktop Items’ dialogue box. At the bottom is a 
frame titled ‘Desktop Cleanup’. In it is a checkbox 
called ‘Run Cleanup Wizard every 60 days’; check it 
to automate this. Click on ‘Clean Desktop Now’. 


You'll now see the ‘Desktop Cleanup Wizard’ 
welcome page. Click on ‘Next’. Now, you can 
see a list of shortcuts along with the ‘Date Last Used’. 
You will, no doubt, notice that some you used 
recently will have the value ‘Never’, so take this with 
a pinch of salt. Select/deselect them as appropriate, 
click on ‘Next’ and then ‘Finish’. 





You should see the three-forked 

USB sign somewhere there, with some 
text that runs along the lines of “... PCI 
to USB Open Host Controller’. Expand 
that, and then the next and so on, 
until you have expanded the whole 
part of the tree and found your USB 
storage device at the end — you might 
have to go down a few branches if 
you have a lot of USB devices plugged 
in. When you've found it, right-click 

on it and select ‘Properties’. In the 
properties dialogue box that pops 

up, select the ‘Settings’ tab, and at 

the bottom you should find ‘Reserved 
drive letter’ frame. Within that, you 

can specify upper and lower limits 

for the drive letter, so setting them 

the same — say as ‘G: — will always 
give you the same letter for that 
device. Whether Windows then throws 
away that information as soon as 

you unplug it is something that you 
can only experiment with on your 
own system. 


IMAGE PROCESSING 


Colour negatives 


I occasionally tinker with a 

bit of image processing, but 
I'm not happy with the way that, 
when I make an image into a 
negative, the colours are changed 
around — a nice blue sky turning 
into a muddy brown and so on. 


In Windows 98, you can just unplug 
your USB devices. In Windows XP, 
you must use the ‘Safely Remove 

Hardware’ icon, otherwise you could 
confuse the system and lose data. 


TOP TIP 


Safely Remove Hardware 





When you create your negative, turning light into dark, rotate the hue of your 
colours by 180 degrees to return them to their original values, as shown here. 


Is there any way of keeping the 
colours when you make a negative? 
Daryl Murdock 


When you make a negative 

of an image, the hues will also 
be inverted, so red becomes cyan, 
yellow becomes blue and so on. If 
you plot the hues in a circular fashion, 
with red at 0 degrees, yellow at 60 
degrees and so on, going all the way 
round, through blue at 300 degrees 


WORD The bottom line 


Make your text more eye-catching by introducing visible breaks 


In last month's HelpDesk we 
mentioned just a few of the possible 
visible breaks between text that 
you can introduce into your Word 
documents to make them more 
readable. This month we provide 
you with all of the examples that 
we know. 

If you're producing columnar 
text, as in a newspaper, for example, 
then these breaks of course only 
go for the width of the current 
column. All of them are produced 
by keying three consecutive characters 
(from among certain ones) at 
the beginning of a new line, then 
pressing [Enter]. 


© Three hyphens + [Enter] produces a 
single line. 


è Three underscores + [Enter] produces 
a thick single line. 


@ Three equal signs + [Enter] produces 
a double line. 


® Three tildes (the curly mark) + [Enter] 
produces a wavy line. 


@ Three hash signs + [Enter] produces 
a triple line, the middle one of which 
is thick. 


to red again, then you'll notice that 
the colours in the original have 
travelled through the centre to the 
other side. 

If, instead of looking at it like this, 
you think of them having travelled 
around the centre of the circle by 180 
degrees, you have your solution. All 
you need to do is to rotate the hue by 
180 degrees (ROT13-style) to get them 
back again, as in the photograph on 
the right above. PCP 


© Three asterisks + [Enter] produces 
a line of tiny black boxes. 


© Unfortunately, there's no carry-over 
of size, background or colour from 
the characters you key and the break 
lines produced. 


If, for some peculiar reason, you 
needed one of these sets of three 
characters alone at the left end of 
a line, then you should put a space 
after them, before the [Enter], or you 
can [Ctri]+[Z] after the [Enter] to undo 
the line creation. 

These combinations are all designated 
as Autoformatting. E 
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Further Help 


If you need an updated driver, or 
help direct from a manufacturer, 
first check its web site. A search 
engine should be able to locate it 
— try www.google.com. 

A list of internet addresses 
of many leading hardware 
and software manufacturers is 
published on the SuperDisc every 
month. See the HelpDesk page 
on the SuperDisc for details. 

Newsgroups are also a great 
source of help and advice. Your 
question may already have been 
answered, so before posting a 
message search previous postings 
at http://groups.google.com/ 
advanced_group_search. And 
don't forget PC Plus’ own forums 
at www.pcplus.co.uk. 


Related files on SuperDisc 
See section: HelpDesk 


+.» 
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Introduce visible breaks into 
your text by using a variety 
of simple key combinations. 
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PCPlus 





~> We solve your hardware problems 


HELPDESK naroware 








Simon Pickstock uses his extensive knowledge of everything 


WRITE IN 


Email your questions to: 
pcplus @futurenet.co.uk 


; DVD FORMATS 
Or write to: 
HelpDesk, PC Plus r 
30 Monmouth Street DVD differences 
ee Is there any way of identifying 


Or fax: 01225 732 295 


HELP US HELP YOU! 


We get thousands of emails each 
month, so please send your 
messages to the correct address. 
Email SuperDisc problems to 
pcplus.support@futurenet.co.uk 


Were not aware of an easy 

way to distinguish between the 
two media types just by looking at the 
discs. However, you've identified the 
perfect solution to your problem, as 
you have DVD players in your house 
that support one format or the other. 
By inserting each disc and seeing if it 
loads you can identify which format it 
is. If youre not sure which DVD player 
supports which format visit www.dvdr 
help.com/dvdplayers.php where you 
will find all the information you'll need. 


PRINTERS 


Print head problems 


Two years ago | bought an 

Epson Colour 900 in the US to 
use there, then brought it back to the 
UK. It was fine at first, but later died. 
Epson swapped it out, under 
guarantee. Seven months later that 
one ‘died’, and after | delivered it to 
Equinox at Worcester | was told it 
would be £240 to fix. | complained 
to Epson without joy. Apparently, the 
heads need replacing (after less than 
100 colour prints being done on it). 
My question for you is how can | 
find third-party repairers who may 
fix this item for a fraction of what 
Epson proposes. I've looked through 
classifieds, but can't find anything. 


Ken Tickle 
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whether a disc is a DVD-R or 
DVD+R once a label has been 
applied? Once the label is on, the 
dye in the discs look identical. I've 
been recording both DVD+R and 
DVD-R recently, but | haven't noted 
on the labels I've applied what the 
underlying media is. Not all of either 
format will play in every DVD player 
in the house, and I would like to go 
back and mark on the disks whether 
the disk is a +R or -R. 
Anthony Marshall 


to solve a vast array of your most pressing hardware problems 
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DVDRhelp.com has great information on the compatibility of different DVD players 


with different recordable media formats. 


While the falling price of printers 

is a good thing for consumers, 
the price of spare parts hasnt fallen 
at the same rate, which means that 
the parts themselves will take up a 
good chunk of the costs. If you just 
bought a replacement print head kit 
for the Epson 900, its going to cost 
you in the region of £130, without 
allowing for it being fitted. Some 
other companies you could try if youre 
determined to go down this route are 
Unicomp (www. unicomp.co.uk), 
which does out-of-warranty repairs 
for Epson. You could try approaching 
Epson again offering to pay for the 
parts if they can fit them for free, 
considering your situation, but if you 
don't have any luck, then your best 
bet in our opinion would be to take 
the money that this was going 
to cost and spend It on a new printer. 


PRINTER DRIVERS 


Persistent printer 


I've upgraded to Windows 

XP under the pressure of 
current trends, and in doing so have 
been trying to maintain my current 
work set-up. | have a Lexmark 
Winwriter 200 which has served me 
well, and still has a good lease of life 
ahead, but there's no driver support 


under XP In desperation, | installed 
the 16-bit drivers, which upon 
bootup inform me that there 

aren't enough resources. I've 

now upgraded my printer to an 

HP USB inkjet model, but would 
like to stop this nagging screen 
from the Lexmark driver appearing 
each time I start my PC. I've 
searched in Msconfig and Verisig, 
but to no avail. 

Kiran Harry 


A quick check on Driver Guide 
(www.driverguide.com) 
confirmed that there are no drivers 
or hacks around to get the Lexmark 
to run on Windows 2000 or XP To 
get rid of the drivers you have installed 
there are a couple of things that you 
can try. 

First select Start|Control Panel 
and click Add/Remove programs. 
There are certain printer drivers that 
are listed here, and you can delete 
them by highlighting and clicking 
Remove. This is how the printer 
drivers on all newer Lexmark 
printers are installed. Also, try to 
press Start|Control Panel and click 
the Printers and Faxes icon. Right-click 
the Lexmark printer and select Delete. 
If you find that the Lexmark driver you 
installed still doesn’t go away, you 
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can always use System Restore to go 
back to the point before you added 
the drivers. Bear in mind that any 
other drivers you added since this 
point will also get removed, so its a 
good idea to do a back-up first, and 
make sure that you've got the other 
necessary drivers, such as for your 
new HP printer. 


HARD DRIVE 
What's the time? 


I would like to install a new 

second hard drive. The size 
can be anything from a 60GB to 
120GB. | would like this to act as 
a slave. The computer I have is a 
500 3d Time Machine. Information 
provided by Time about the machine 
is as follows: 500MO6GB3 AMD500 
VIA CD 64 20, motherboard FIC VIA 
MVP4. | phoned Time and was told 
that all I could fit would be a hard 
drive up to 27GB. I've spoken to a 
sales person in Computer World 
who said I could download some 
software that would make it okay 
to install another hard drive. The 
drive that’s in my price range is the 
DiamondMax Plus9 80GB from 
Dabs.com. Can | fit another hard 
drive, and what software do | need 
to download? Also, is this a good 
hard drive or would you suggest 
another model? 
P Taylor, via email 


We've done a bit of research 

and found that the only FIC 
motherboard that uses the VIA MPV4 
chipset is the PAG-2130. You can find 
details on this motherboard if you go 
to http://iceberg.pchomeworld.com/ 
cgi-win/L3Static/L3Stat.asp?Part= 
MB5215, or search for it on Www. 
motherboards.org to check that this 
model matches yours. 

Information on the FIC site about 
this board confirms that you do need 
a BIOS update to use larger hard 
drives. You can find this info at 
www-fic.com.tw/support/ 
motherboard/faq.aspx?model_ 
id= 104*qid210, which includes links 
to the file. The instructions to upgrade 
the BIOS are in the motherboard 
manual, but if you dont have it follow 
them here: 


F Add or Remove Programs 


Currently installed programs: 


Change or 
Remove 
Programs 


Za Adobe Acrobat 5.0 

a Bob the Builder - Bob's Castle Adventure 
IÀ Combat Mission 2 

jB! EAX Unified 

F1 2001 

jB! Grand Prix 4 

2 Jasc Paint Shop Pro 8 


Add New 
Programs 


Add/Remove 
Windows 
Components 


j5 Lexmark Supplies Monitor 
T Lexmark 265 


To change this program or remove it From your computer, click Change/Remove. 


Be Microsoft AutoRoute v11.0 


Microsoft Office XP Professional with FrontPage 


32 MSN Messenger 6.0 
Åp MUSICMATCH® Jukebox 
i$ Nero - Burning Rom 


TAN UOTA ee al mete OO Si ee bn Dats sane 
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MEK) 


Sort by; [Name v| 





Size 13.31MB % 
Size 57,55MB 
Size 1,279,00MB 
Size 0.02MB 
Size 2,58MB 


Size 121,00MB 


Change/Remove 


933,00MB 


259.00MB 
5.46MB 
37,08MB 
48,.58MB 


LL LAI em 


Close 





Printer drivers can hide in the most unexpected places. 


EJ Assuming that the floppy diskette 
drive is A, format a bootable system 
floppy diskette by typing format a:/s at 
the Command prompt. 


H Download a BIOS file and save 
it to your bootable floppy diskette. 


E Insert the bootable diskette 
containing the BIOS file into the 
floppy diskette drive. 


E Reboot the system by using the A: 
drive. At the A: > prompt, run the BIOS 
upgraded file by executing the Flash 
BIOS utility and the BIOS file, with its 
appropriate extension. 

To fit the drive as a slave, set the 
jumpers on both drives correctly. You 
may find that you also need to buy a 
dual IDE cable that supports two drives 
on the same channel. Furthermore, we 
have no problem with your choice of 
drive. Maxtor is a good brand, and the 
drive is a good price. 


PERIPHERALS 


joyless joystick 

I've recently got a Logitech 

Freedom Cordless games 
controller. It comes with software 
that needs to be installed before 
you can start using it. When trying 
to install this the first time, it came 
up with a ‘Setup interrupted’ error 
message. Now it seems that there's 


nothing I can do to get this software 


to install as it repeatedly fails. My PC 
meets all the system requirements — 


| have a 500MHz Pentium Ill 
processor, 256MB RAM, 80GB hard 
drive, all running on Windows Me. 
Am I doing something wrong, or is 
there a software problem | should 
know about? 

Nigel Tamper 


The initial failed installation has 


left some traces in your Registry 


that's causing the problem. Theres a 
utility that you can download which 
will resolve this for you called the 
Microsoft Windows Installer Cleanup 
Utility. Go to http://support.microsoft 
com and search for Knowledge Base 
article number 238413. 

Once you have downloaded the 
file, called MSICU.exe, double-click 
it to install the utility. Now you can 
launch the utility from the Start menu. 
In the installed products box, highlight 
Wingman Software and click the 
Remove button. Now close the 
utility and try to install your software 
again. If the Wingman Software 
doesn't show up in the list of installed 
products, then theres a file on the 
Logitech site called WMBYEBYE.ZIP 
that can help you. You can find 
this and details of how to use 
the file by going to Www. 
logitech.com and searching 
for WMBYEBYE.ZIP PCP 





Simon Pickstock 
simon.pickstock @futurenet.co.uk 


Simon's meteoric rise in publishing 
continues as he assumes the helm of 
PC Answers and PC Upgrade. In his 
Spare time... oh no, he doesn’t have 
any spare time! 





DELVING DEEPER 


Tweak 3D 

www.tweak3d.net 

Sort of like a hotrod shop 

for PCs, Tweak3D offers tens 

of thousands of tips for 
improving system performance 
and stability. There are also 
plenty of ‘How To’ guides 
intended to help new PC users 
install PC components and 
software without professional 
assistance. The ‘How It Works’ 
guides explain how complicated 
hardware and software works 
in a simple and easy-to- 
understand manner. 


Practically Networked 
www.practicallynetworked.com 
Practically Networked has 
provided practical help for small 
network builders since early 
1998. The site contains excellent 
‘How-To’ information for setting 
up Internet sharing. It walks 
readers through the whole 
process from setting up and 
debugging a network, through 
selecting a sharing method, to 
securing a newly shared LAN. 


Andy McFaddens CD 
Recordable FAQ 
www.cdrfaq.org 

This has to be the definitive 
resource for CD-R and related 
technologies. It was originally 
developed as a Usenet 
Newsgroup FAQ (frequently 
asked questions) and in fact 
still is, but it has grown 
dramatically, and answers 
just about every question you 
could think of to do with this 
technology. While this is 

a basic HTML FAQ and isn't 
pretty, it has so much 
information that it's worth 

a visit to look and learn. 


The Freedom Joystick 
is a cool wireless 
games controller, but 
you need to get the 
Wingman Software 
installed first. 
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HELPDESK EXTRA 


PCPlus 





-> Your problems solved in depth 


WRITE IN 


Email your questions to: 
pcplushelpdesk@futurenet.co.uk 
Or write to: HelpDesk, PC Plus 

30 Monmouth Street 

Bath BAl 2BW 

Or fax: 01225 73 2295 


HELP US HELP YOU! 


We get thousands of emails each 
month, so please send your 
messages to the correct address. 
Email SuperDisc problems to 
pcplus.support@futurenet.co.uk 


FILES ON SUPERDISC 


All the files you need 
to complete this 
HelpDesk are on this 


month's Superdisc 


HELPDESK exrra 








This month, Paul Grosse recovers data from a dead computer that 
wont boot, owned by someone who never backed up. Simple 


e all go for far too long between back-ups, 
confident that the mean time between 
failures of hard drives is sufficiently long to 
allow us the comfort of being lazy and complacent, 
and it'll probably never happen anyway. However, 
hard drive failure isn't the only way that a computer can 
die — power failures can also result in disaster. In the 


DATA RECOVERY 


Dead loss 


l have a recently-bought 
notebook running (or to be 

more accurate, ‘that ran’) Windows 
2000. I never got around to 
configuring the low battery options 
and, one day, when I was using it on 
battery, | came back from the phone 
to find it turned off. | tried to boot it 
up, but it only got so far, and then 
switched itself off again. I've fully 
charged up the battery, but when | 
try to boot up, it just says that there's 
a non-system disk present, and 
that’s it. Even the Windows rescue 
disk won't launch Windows. | have 
important files on the notebook — 
personal financial accounts, business 
presentations and plans. 

Unfortunately, being a notebook, 
there's no floppy, so | can't back up 
data — even the CD is a separate 
unit. | don't want to take it to a shop, 
because of the confidential nature 
of the data. So I'm stuck with a dead 
laptop containing the only copy of 
my data. What can I do? 
Bal Mahal 


It sounds as though some, or at 

least one of the programs or 
files used to boot Windows has been 
corrupted. The usual answer to this 
type of thing is to reinstall Windows 
and your applications, and then copy 
your back-up files back on to your 
computer. However, without any back- 
ups, you'll have to try to recover the 
data from the hard drive first, before 
you do anything that involves writing 
to the disk. Here are two ways of doing 
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case of a laptop, you might fail to configure the power 
management and leave it unplugged, so that, when it's 
allowed to run the batteries down, it just switches off. 
With a desktop, this can happen because of a power 
blackout lasting less than a second. And a corrupted 
drive means that you might have lost the system. So 
how do you get your data back? 
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Click on the hda1 icon and the system will mount it, and a browser will 
load up, showing everything that’s on the first partition of your hard drive. 


it, both of which involve spending 
substantially less money than you 
would on any computer data recovery 
consultant that you've never met. If 
you have a friend with the equipment, 
it wont cost you much at all. You need 
either a USB flashdisk of around 64 to 
128MB (these are fairly cheap, less than 
£40 in the high street, and should be 
big enough to hold your work, unless 
you were into video editing), or a 
friend's computer, or both. In addition, 
you'll need a copy of GNU/Linux, in 
the form of KNOPPIX on a CD. 


E First, boot up your computer to the 
DOS command line with your Windows 
rescue disk. Next, run Scandisk, which 
could be anywhere along the path 
C:\WINDOWS\OPTIONS\CABS\ or, if 
youre unlucky, somewhere else. To do 


this by trial and error, just type 
SCANDISK at the command prompt. 

If this doesnt work, change to disk C 
by typing C: and then type SCANDISK 
again. If nothing happens, change 
directory by typing CD WINDOWS 
(where ‘Windows’ is a subdirectory of 
the directory your'e in, i.e. it’s relative) 
and the command prompt should 
change to C:\WINDOWS. Type SCANDISK 
again and, if this still doesn’t work, 
change to the ‘Options’ directory by 
typing CD OPTIONS. 

Eventually, you should find that you 
can get SCANDISK working, and it will 
recover any files that may have been 
lost; if it recovers any directories 
that have been lost, the names it 
will give them will be along the lines 
of ‘DIROOOO!' and so on. While this 
might not be particularly helpful, any 
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Paul Grosse 
paul.grosse @futurenet.co.uk 


Paul started computing back in 
the dark days of coding sheets 
and punched cards, and 
believes that there’s more to 
computing than rocket science 
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subdirectories and files within these 
directories will keep their names. If you 
cant locate and run SCANDISK, go to 
the next step anyway. 


E Reboot, but while you're in the 
computers initial boot screen, go into 
the BIOS, and make sure it will boot up 
from the CD ROM. Put the KNOPPIX CD 
into your CD drive, and then reboot. 


E Press [Enter] when the number 
menu appears, and KNOPPIX will load 
up, detecting your hardware, usually 
correctly, and all without writing to 
your hard drive. Click on the desktop 
icon marked ‘Hard Disk Partition [hdal]’, 
and this will mount your C drive into 
the Linux file system, and display a 
browser that isn't totally dissimilar 

to Windows Explorer. 

Click on the little red folder down 
the left side, and it will display the 
Linux directory structure in the left 
pane. As in Windows Explorer, click on 
the little + signs to expand any part of 
the structure, and if you do this with 
/mnt/hdal, then you should see the 
structure of your C drive — note the 
use of ‘/ instead of ^ to delineate the 
directory names. Click on the label, 
and you'll get the contents of that 
directory displayed in the pane on the 
right. Next, click on View|View Model 
Text View, and you'll get a list of file 
information. If you couldnt find 


If you're using a flash drive 
to transfer data, remember to 
make sure that you can write 
data to it by unchecking the 
‘Read Only’ box. 


SCANDISK in step 1, look at 
the sidebar on the right. 


©) With KNOPPIX running, 
and a browser pointing at 
your data, you can now do 
one of two things. You can 
transfer your data to the 
USB flashdisk, and then 
copy that (if theres more 
than will fit on to it) on to a 
friends computer (creating a 
temporary directory, so that 
you can transfer it back 
once you've restored your 
system). Alternatively, connect 
the two computers directly using 
their network cards. 

Flashdisk method: Right-click on the 
flashdisk icon on the KNOPPIX screen 
and click on Properties. Click on the 
‘Device’ tab, and then uncheck the 
‘Read only’ checkbox. Click OK, and 
then click on the ICON. This will mount 
the flashdisk, so that you can write 
to it — it loads up another browser 
automatically. Drag your data across 
from your hard drive and drop it into 
the flashdisk’s browser window, 
confirming that you want to copy 
by clicking on Copy Here. 


SAMBA The easier option 


Samba is how Windows computers share files on a network. Linux can also use this 


If you're recovering data on a network 
that doesn't use DHCP you'll have to 
configure the network card in Knoppix. 
Click on the Knoppix penguin icon in 
the taskbar, then Network|Internet!| 
Network Card Configuration, and follow 
the dialogue boxes for IP address, 
Network Mask and so on. 

The ‘Network Neighbourhood’ Server 
Message Block protocol (SMB) is 
shipped with every Windows system, 
and enables Windows machines to 
share resources such as files and 
printers, although SMB is by no means 
limited to Windows. The first version of 
Samba — the open-source SMB suite — 
enables open-source operating systems 


such as GNU/Linux (here in the form of 
Knoppix) to interact with Windows SMB 
resource sharing. Using the network like 
this enables you to save files across 
your network, which might normally 
only be populated with Windows 
machines. As Knoppix is a memory-only 
Operating system, which has SMB as 
part of it, you can back up data without 
changing any of the existing data on the 
disabled Windows machine. 

Knoppix will load up, and generally 
configure automatically, any resource 
that it has on the CD ROM, including 
SMB. So, when you open up a copy of 
the Konqueror web browser, you should 
be able to type smb:// (one of the 10 
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If you fill up your flashdisk, close its 
browser, then right-click on the desktop 
icon and click on ‘Unmount’ before you 
remove it from the computer. In some 
instances, you may find that you have 
to reboot KNOPPIX with the flashdisk in, 
for KNOPPIX to see it again, in order to 
continue with data recovery. 

Network method: For the easier 
network option, see the boxout below. 


E With your data now saved, you 

can reinstall Windows, and then restore 
your data. For further information, 

see the HelpDesk section of this 
months SuperDisc. PCP 


slaves) in the same way that you 

would type http:// or ftp:// in Internet 
Explorer. Here, instead of then typing a 
fully-qualified domain name, you just 
type the local network host name (or IP 
address) and the Windows share thus: 
smb://Amethyst/recovery/. This will 
open up the Windows share ‘recovery/’ 
on the host ‘Amethyst’ — you can use 
just the IP address. This displays the 
contents of that directory in the browser 
window, but instead of merely being 
able to look at the files that are in there, 
you can drop files into an smb:// 
window, and it will push them across 
the network and on to the displayed 
Windows share. E 


oh _hekx 





FINDING SCANDISK 


In KNOPPIX, click on the 
desktop icon marked ‘Hard 
Disk Partition [hda1]’ as before 
to display the browser. Select 
Tools|Find File... from the 
menu, then in the section 
called ‘Named:’, type 
‘scandisk’. ‘Look in:’ 

should already display 
‘file:/mnt/hdal’ and ‘Include 
subdirectories’ should already 
be checked. Click on ‘Find’ and 
your file will be found, along 
with its path, which you 
should then make a note of 
on a piece of paper. With this 
information, log out of 
KNOPPIX (it should eject the 
CD for you when it shuts 
down) and go back to step 1. 
Change disks on the command 
line, CD to the location you 
noted, run SCANDISK, saving 
any files and directories, and 
g0 to step 3. 





dead Windows computer can 
be as easy as dragging and 
dropping, using Knoppix. 
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Plus 


We answer your letters 


In this issue, how to leave Microsoft without the pain, and a spirited 


defence of... Microsoft! Plus a couple of hardware gripes, and more 


Ditching Microsoft 

| read with interest the ‘Waveys Web’ 
column in PC Plus 214, on resources to 
assist people in moving away from 
Microsoft, particularly with regard to 
moving from Microsoft SOL Server. The 
focus of the article seemed to be on 
how to move off Microsoft products, 
while keeping the desired level of 
functionality, with the minimum of 
change. Davey Winder suggests 
moving to mySQL; however | believe 
a better solution would be Sybase 
Adaptive Server Enterprise (ASE). 

A quick look back about ten years 
shows that Microsoft bought the code 
to Microsoft SQL Server from Sybase, 
with the purpose of providing a 


at} 
Microsoft Boycott 
CAMPAIGN 





www.msboycott.com is less a campaign 
to eschew the great beast, and more an 
archive of everyone else's efforts to do so. 


database server on the Windows NT 
platform. Considering this, theres a 
significant similarity between Microsoft 
SQL Server and Sybase ASE. Both 
products use Transact SQL, so client 
application code needs only a 
minimum of rewriting. Both products 
support a number of locking schemes 
for tables, and both use a cost-based 
optimiser for optimising SQL. 

In terms of language features, both 
products support stored procedures 
and triggers; mySQL doesn't yet support 
Stored procedures. Both Microsoft SQL 
Server and Sybase ASE perform data 
modifications within transactions, 
whether explicitly declared or not. 
mySQL only supports transactions 
on certain storage engines, and the 
behaviour of transactions varies 
between storage engines. By migrating 


to mySQL, an organisation may actually 

be creating much more work than 

would otherwise be necessary, 
Information on Sybases support for 

Linux can be found at www.sybase. 

com/detail?id=1027691. 

Richard W. Crossley 


Thanks 
for your comprehensive research in 
response to Davey’s excellent article. 
What you've highlighted, though, is 
that although similar functionality 
does exist in alternative vendors’ 
products, nothing will ever match 
like for like with Microsoft's offerings. 
That said, this isn't always a bad 
thing, as to some people the 
functionality offered in Microsoft's 
Office, for example, is so burgeoning 
now that very few users ever touch 
the surface of what's available. With 
this in mind, some less demanding 
users are finding that the office suite 
alternatives highlighted in our 
feature (PC Plus 210) aren't just cost 
effective, but, with less feature 
distractions, can also prove more 
productive to use. Are there any 
other readers with specific product 
comparisons for us to digest? 


Serial killer 
I've recently taken the plunge and built 
a new computer, based around the 
AMD Athlon 64. I'm fairly experienced 
with PC construction, but as this is such 
a new breed of processor, | decided to 
research it thoroughly first. | often base 
my initial research (if | can) on reviews 
from your magazine, as you always 
provide unbiased advice (something | 
can never guarantee on the Internet). 
In PC Plus 212 (February 2004) you 
did a Lab Test round-up of the latest 
motherboards (to me this is the most 
important part of a PC to get right first 
time), and, as Gigabyte came away 
with all three gold awards and one 
performance award, | figured it was 
pretty special. | ordered the Gigabyte 
KSVNXP with an Athlon 64 3200+ from 
Dabs.com, and set about building my 


dream PC. Once built, the next step 
was to install Microsoft Windows XP 
Professional Edition, and this is where 
the problems started. 

Now, again on your good advice, 
I've always recommended IBM (now 
Hitachi | believe) to friends and 
colleagues, so | went for the Deskstar 
/K250 120GB SATA150 hard drive. To my 
horror, when booting from CD, Windows 
would not detect the hard drive. | read 
the manuals repeatedly, scoured the 
driver CD and tried booting Partition 
Magic from floppy. | spent nearly four 
hours checking everything, and then 
decided (as lm lucky enough to have 
another PC) that | would check online, 
and to my relief found lots of other 
people having the same problems. 
After more than another five hours 
searching, copying new tools to floppy, 
trying and repeating, | found that SATA 
drives arent natively supported 
under Windows, and so not even 
the installation process can see them. 
| would have accepted this if it was 
mentioned in the manual, and at least 
the driver placed on the CD, but there 
was nothing. | tried the Gigabyte web 
site, and again nothing. In the end | 
had a flash of inspiration, and looked 
up the exact VIA chipset model of the 
SAIA controller, and was able to find a 
driver on the VIA web site to do the job. 

You stated in your review, and | 
quote: “The installation process is a lot 
more straightforward when there aren't 
any defects with the included driver 
CD," and “It's the quickest installation 
we've seen”, two things | can say | do 
not agree with. | must say however, 
that it was my own 
lack of knowledge of 
SATA which resulted 
in the timescales 
involved, together 
with the apparent 
omission of the issue 
on Gigabytes behalf, 
but this is a new 
technology, and | 
would be surprised 
if many of your 
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companies and products in the IT 
industry, and give us your comments 
and suggestions regarding PC Plus 
email: peplus @ futurenet.co.uk 
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Mailbox, PC Plus 
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Bath BA1 2BW 

Or fax: 01225 732 295 
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We get thousands of emails each 
month, so please send your 
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Email SuperDisc problems to 
pcplus.support@futurenet.co.uk 


romi | http://forum.pcplus.co.uk 


SATA’s not that new a 
technology, but it’s still new 
enough to require driver 
updates to be supported 
under the relatively-ancient 
Windows XP. 
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PRIZE WINNING STAR LETTER 


Passing the buck 


Earlier this month, Microsoft was 


wrongly criticised for failing to alert 
businesses to a serious flaw in Its 


Windows operating system. If a 


security breach had occurred, and 


a finger needed to be pointed, 

it should have been at the IT 
managers, who failed to use the 
tools provided by Microsoft to fix 
the issue theyd been alerted to. 


Microsoft had, in fact, alerted its 
customers to the fault, and made a 


free corrective patch available on 
its web site. Once installed, this 
would have eliminated any risk 
from hacker attack. Therefore, it 
could be said that it's this failure 
to understand the importance of 
security patches that's leaving 


businesses open to hacker attack, 
and not simply flaws in software. 


However, managing software 
updates can be a major issue. 


Deploying these updates and 
patches to hundreds of PCs across 
multiple sites is both costly and 
timely — but it doesnt need to be. 

There is software available that 
does the job for the IT manager. 

It logs each PC off, having saved 
any open documents, installs the 
patches and then reboots the 

PC so it's ready for the user — 
minimising business and end user 
disruption. All the IT manager has 
to do Is action one single mouse 
click at the SMS console. 

The question, therefore, left 
unanswered is: Was the recent 
Microsoft scare really justified — 
how can we criticise a company 
which alerts its customers to a 


them with a solution? 
Sumir Karayi, Founder 
& Director, 1E 


Win a fantastic set of Creative peripherals! 


PC Plus has teamed up with 
Creative Labs to offer the writer of 


each month’s Star Letter a fantastic 


set of peripherals worth £140. The 


winner will receive a Sound Blaster 


Audigy 2 NX USB 2.0 sound card. 
This unique device features 24- 


bit/96KHz playback, and support for 





It may be using 108Mb/s 
technology, but Netgear’s 
— and everyone else’s - 
wireless networking kit 
would do well to achieve 
half this throughput. 


7.1 surround sound. The generosity 


doesn’t stop there, however. Pen our 
most interesting letter, and you'll also 


receive a superb Creative Webcam 


640x480, automatic exposure, and 
white balance control. So what are 
you waiting for? Get writing! 


other readers know about this. You'll no 
doubt be reviewing new SATA hardware 
in future, so this may be something 
worth making readers aware of. 

As it happens, my new PC is the 
fastest machine I've ever seen, with 
no issues to speak of, and I'm happy | 
took your advice. AMD certainly has a 
lot to show Intel, and this will be an 
interesting fight, but | think with all this 
new technology coming on the scene 
its important to remember that many 
people are still used to doing things 
the old way, and it must not be 
assumed that we automatically know 
what werfe doing. 
Paul Jackson 


Editor, lan Robson, replies: To 
Microsoft's credit, it has made every 
effort to provide Windows support 
for new technology, prior to said 
technology's roll-out, whether it be 
Updates or full Service Pack releases. 
It's a different case when you're 
conducting a fresh install requiring 
the hard disk, being the new 
technology itself, to be recognised for 
the actual installation. That said, a 
quick straw poll around the office 
has determined that even the first 
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problem, and immediately provides 


NX, which boasts resolutions of up to 


Editor, lan Robson, replies: While 
this letter is from a company that 
specialises in deploying and 
advising on Microsoft business 
solutions, | must entirely agree 
with the sentiments expressed. 
Time and time again, Microsoft 
is criticised for releasing products 
that require patches for security 
reasons or otherwise, but, with 
the ever-changing nature of 
computer architecture that its 
products rely upon, is it realistic 
to assume that any company can 
be flawless in this arena? The 
corrective action on Microsoft's 
part must be applauded, and 

Mr Karayi so eloquently directs 
the blame to the correct persons 
— the IT managers responsible 
for implementing the required 
action, which is, after all, what 
they're paid to do. 





release of Windows supported some 
versions of SATA, otherwise the 
install can be paused to install third- 
party drivers, if of course, they're 
supplied. The main difficulty seems 
to occur with the hybrid inclusion 

of both PATA and SATA on current 
motherboards, as, by default, the 
BIOS is nearly always set to boot 
only from PATA. A quick configuration 
change to boot (after CD) from SATA, 
or even a combined PATA/SATA boot 
process, should be the first step into 
pure SATA hard disk territory. 


Fact or fiction 
I'm a subscriber to PC Plus and I've 
never had any reason to question 
anything that you've said before, but 
when | saw your review of the wireless 
router from Netgear (The WGT624, PC 
Plus 212) | felt | had to question it. 
While calling tt 1O8Mb/s is 
excessive, you don't get 100Mb/s from 
100Mb/s Ethernet! | used my own Java 
tool to test the connection speed, and 
found that it normally ran at about 
50Mb/s useable throughput, and the 
OCheck tool shows 41-45Mb/s (while 
still running terminal server across a 
VPN to work, because | couldnt be 


bothered to shut it down). This is 
certainly not as fast as 1OOMb/s 
Ethernet, but its getting close. 

Reception-wise, I've used my laptop 
with little degradation in signal all over 
my house. The only issue with the 
product was that, to get it working 
properly, | had to upgrade the firmware, 
and for full support of 1O8Mb/s | had 
to use a beta firmware upgrade. 
Thomas Greenwood 


Reviewer, Dan Grabham replies: 

Of course youre right that LOOMb/s 
Ethernet doesn't achieve its rated 
speed. We were simply illustrating 
that — whatever the actual speed of 
the WGT624 - it's bizarre for wireless 
manufacturers to make such 
ridiculous claims for wireless, as 
opposed to wired networks. You 
must be using a Netgear 108Mb/s 
WGS511T PC Card to achieve those 
kind of speeds — we were simply 
using a standard 802.11¢ card; we 
appreciate it should have been made 
clearer in the review that we werent 
using the WG511T to achieve the 
stated results. Another thing to note 
is that we were using early firmware; 
when we review pre-release 
products such as this it’s inevitable 
that the version we use might not 

be the latest. But, as you've found, 
Netgear products generally are 
excellent for this type of use; it’s just 
that with this model we think the 
extra speed (which, as you've found, 
only results from using the correct 
Netgear adaptor) isn’t worth the 
extra outlay. 


Pirates of the dotcom 
I've just experienced a domain name 
rip-off, and wondered if one 

of your experts could write an article 
exposing some of the cut-throat 
practices, and to help people choose 
ethical registration companies. 

I'm retired, and create a few web 
Sites for small businesses to top up 
my pension. | registered three domain 
names for one of my clients, and 
recently, when the time came for 
renewal, the registration company 
asked three times as much — £99 
each! Iwo of them were ‘com’, and 
registered to me. | wrote to the 
registration company and asked 
them to point the names to another 
company, which was considerably 
cheaper, and sent them the requested 
fee for doing so; | understand they 
were obliged to do this. 

Unbeknown to me, the registration 
company wrote directly to my client, 
and threatened that they would lose 
the names if they weren't paid for. The 
client has paid up — nearly £300. 

Had the names been registered 
to the client, | could understand this 
behaviour, but as they were registered 





to me, not only is this behaviour 
unethical, | also feel it may be illegal. 
I've heard many a complaint about 
domain name renewals being very 
expensive, and thought it might be 
useful for people to avoid this expense 
by having some kind of agreement to 
determine a reasonable arrangement 
for renewing domain names. 

It's not as if | had registered with a 
cheap overseas company in the first 
place; £35 for the initial registration was 
expensive enough by today’s standards. 
Maureen Childs 


Features Editor, Richard Cobbett, 
replies: Renewing a domain name 
should incur no charges beyond the 
renewal itself. It's hardly an in-depth 
process for the registrar, which is, 
after all, set up specifically to deal 
with this kind of matter. 

The key thing to make sure of in 
this situation is that the name really 
is registered to you, rather than your 
registrar — otherwise you may be 
able to use it, but you don't 
necessarily have the right to it (for 
instance, a company offering free 
domain names to anyone using its 
service may use this approach to 
keep people on its service). In the 
case of .co.uk and .org.uk addresses, 
you'll be sent a certificate from 
Nominet to confirm your ownership. 
Others (.com, .net, .tv and so on — 
I'm guessing from the prices that 
were talking about .com, but it’s true 
for all of them) can be checked by 
looking at the Whois record. 


In either case, the 
company has precisely 
zero business getting 
in touch with your 
clients if you're the 
registered domain 
holder. Always register 
your domains using 
established, reputable 
companies rather 
than ultra-low cost 
fly-by-nighters, and 
you should have 
few problems. 

Unfortunately, with 
the workings of the 
web as nebulous and flat-out 
twisted as they can often become, 
there's no shortage of scammers 
looking to make a fast buck.com. 


The key question 

In a recent Helpdesk a reader asked 
how to remove spilled coffee from a 
keyboard. | find putting the keyboard in 
the dishwasher is a good tip — on its 
own of course, not with the plates! 
You need to then put it in the airing 
cupboard for a week to make sure it's 
completely dry before using it again, so 
really you need a spare to be going on 
with. The labels tend to come off, and 
on one keyboard the plastic cover over 
the LEDs shrank, so I'd use the low- 
temperature economy setting. 

You may be surprised to learn that 
most electronics are washed in a water 
bath these days, and hence switches 
are usually sealed. Plus, if the keyboard 
is ruined anyway, what do you have to 








Alamy 


Fear not — as Malcolm Reeves 
discovered, the correct use of 
a dishwasher will leave your 
keyboard squeaky clean. 


lose? I've put a few keyboards through 
the wash, and, other than the LED 
plastic shrinking, I've had no ill effects, 
just clean keys. 

Malcolm Reeves 


Built to last 

Thank you for your review of Virtual 
Pascal in PC Plus 214. As a highly- 
satisfied user of this product, | fully 
agree with your assessment of it as 
‘impressive’. However, your screen-shot 
illustration might lead some readers 

to not get the very best out of Virtual 
Pascal, as the Build Number shown 
(243) is substantially out of date. 
Although former issues of Virtual Pascal 
are well-constructed products, capable 
of giving good service, this is highly- 
complicated and ambitious software, 
and receives frequent updates. In 
particular there was a major update at 
Build Number 2/0, in October 2003. 
New users should be advised to 
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seek a version at 

least this recent, 

| l obtainable via the 

Virtual Pascal for Win32 URL stated in your 
Version 2.1 article (Www. 


Build 243 
Copyright <C> 1996-2008 b vpascal.com).| 
se vpascal.con s believe that as | 


write (27 Feb 2004) 


ee the current Build 


Number is 2/4. 
Norman Marsh 


$ > DUG 
\exanples\He llo. pas 


Reviewer, Dave 
Jewell, replies: 
This screen shot shows Virtual I've checked the date at which I 
Pascal Build 243. The software installed VP on my machine, and it 
is frequently updated, and at the š 
time of writing is at Build 274. was actually during October 2003. I 
suspect that | had the misfortune to 
download, install and evaluate the 
software immediately before the 
‘major update’ to which you refer. 
Having scanned the release history 
of Virtual Pascal, it turns out that the 
build | was using (243) was the last 
publicly-available build before 270. 
This makes me feel much happier 
since, initially, it looked as if | had 
missed nearly 30 builds. | submitted 
my review to PC Plus for 


“I suspect I had the misfortune the next available issue, 


just a few weeks later, 


to download and evaluate the in December 2003. 


software immediately before I'm sure you'll 
appreciate that printed 


this major update.” magazines have quite 
a long lead-time between receiving 
articles for publication and getting 
the magazines out to subscribers 
and/or the newsstand. It's difficult to 
chase a moving target, especially 
one that's moving quickly! 

You can rest assured that if 
readers follow the URL which you've 
Stated (www.vpascal.com) they'll 
find themselves at the official VP 
web site, where they'll be able to 
download the latest version of the 
software, so | hope this addresses 
any concerns you might have. PCP 





FROM THE FORUMS 


Trigger unhappy 


BROADBAND TRIGGER LEVELS 


STEALTH BUDGIE 

I thought I'd go and have a look to see if any more people have pre-registered 
for BB in my town. Sadly, no, but | did find that the trigger level is set to 350! 
Given that there are only 2,000 people in my small town, the chance of 350 
homes registering for BB is very, very slim. Bluntly, you would be more likely 
to see San Marino beat Brazil. 


How can they justify giving a small town with a population of 2,000 a trigger of 
350? My guess is that they give small places stupid trigger levels, so that not 
enough people will register, they won't have to upgrade the exchanges, and can 
concentrate their attention on big towns where they can make the most money. 
Needless to say, | don’t care for BT much... 


DOMHAL 
I find the whole notion of trigger levels quite pathetic, especially in small towns 
where you may need 20 per cent-plus of the population to sign up. | don't see 


how they can justify holding back this service. It's worse still when you may not 
be able to receive broadband, even when your exchange is switched on (is it 
that simple?), because you live too far from the exchange. The absolute worst 
thing is that they manage to give Broadband users unlimited access per month, 
while those with a service a tenth of the quality are limited to 150 hours per 
month, or through-the-roof phone bills. 


LUCASPILLER 

I live in a small village, with the exchange shared between about three villages. 
In total there are about 500 people (most likely less) who use the exchange, and 
the trigger level is 100. What's worse is that most of the people in this area are 
elderly, and haven't ever used a PC. Most people here who want broadband are 
moving to a wireless broadband thing. It’s 1MB/s, and only £35 per month, 
including all the equipment. This wireless service also needs only about 10 
people to be interested to move its coverage to another village. 


STEALTH BUDGIE 

A friend of mine who lives 27 miles up the road has just got wireless BB. He 
pays a mere £20 a month. I'm sure there must be a download limit for that price 
though. There are a few towns further north than me that can get wireless. 


=> www.futureforums.co.uk/pcplus 
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security can be a real problem. AND ANYPLACE... 

One of the biggest threats to your 


confidential data and personal 
privacy is the loss or theft of 
laptop computers. 


If you want to find out 


protect your data. 
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S.Adams E-mail: SCOTTADAMS@AOL.COM 


how to leave your laptop on 
the train with confidence, 
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6 INTERMEDIATE 
Straightforward if you 
follow the steps, but 
some tweaking may 
be required 


A webhosting package 
offering FTP access, plus 
full Perl and CGI support 


CONTENT MANAGEMENT 


Part Two 


Databases and 
Movable Type 








Get your hands on more advanced content management with a 
MySQL database and Movable Type. Richard Cobbett explains 


aving installed Greymatter last month, Movable 

Type will offer little to fear. It's a more complex 

system, primarily because it has to be hooked 
up to some form of database — we're using MySQL here, 
but others are supported — rather than working purely 
from CGI scripts. This makes it much more powerful, not 
to mention less likely to trip up if lots of people are using 
your web site simultaneously. As a bonus, Movable 
Type gives you plenty of scope for adding plug-ins to 
enhance the system, an advanced template system for 
personalising each part of your web site, and the ability 
to create multiple weblogs. 


E Getting started You'll need to download Movable 
Type from www.movabletype.org. Its free for personal and 
non-commercial use, although you'll have to purchase an 
£80 licence if you want to use it for your company page. 
Choose to download the Full Version (your web host should 
have all of the necessary libraries installed), and uncompress 
it into a directory on your hard drive. 

Begin by opening mt.cfg with Notepad. This is where you 
tell MT where it will be living on your server (your cgi-bin), 
and the name and location of your database. Your webhost 
should have given you this information when you signed up 
for the account. It's important to note that these databases 
aren't one-use systems — you can easily host a Movable 
Type account using the same database you use for tag- 
boards, forums and other web applications. Finally, tell MT 
where it can find its static files; the images, CSS sheets and 
other information it needs to display its backend systems. 
Your web browser wont be able to access these if theyre in 
the cgi-bin. Save mt.cfg, and load up mt-db-pass.cgi. Enter 
your databases password, save and quit. Time to move 
everything to the web. 
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There’s no automatic line-breaking in the templates, making it 
easy to separate out your content for Movable Type to generate 
content from. Start small, and build up to a full entry. 
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B Upload and away Use your FTP program to upload 
the files to your web site. As with last time, you'll need to 
use one with the ability to CHMOD file permissions. Copy the 
Movable Type files across, and then the ‘images’ and ‘docs’ 
folders into the folder you designated as static (mt-static is 
the most common), followed by styles.css. In the main folder, 
CHMOD all the .cgi files to 755. Load up your web browser, 
and type in www.yoursitehere.you/cgi-bin/mt-check.cgi, 
replacing the domain name and exact directory to the 
location of the files. Movable Type will check your system 
for compatibility, and tell you if you're missing anything. 
Should any vital components be missing, consult the full 
documentation at www.movabletype.org for installation 
instructions. Provided that everything went to plan, run /cgi- 
bin/mt-load.cgi. Movable Type will set you up with a basic 
weblog, a single author and some templates. Once finished, 
delete this file. You now have a fully functional installation, 
which you can access by running /cgi-bin/mt.cgi. Your default 
username is ‘Melody’, with the password ‘Nelson’. Needless 
to say, make changing this logon your first job when you get 
into the system! 


B Designing you weblog Click Manage Weblog to open 
up the default settings. Go to Weblog Config and work your 
way through the options, including the name of your 
weblog, its description and, most importantly, its location. 
Every weblog on your system can have its own target 
directory, along with archives. You'll need to create the folders 
via your FIP program, and enter the URLs in here. 

In Preferences, you'll find plenty of flexibility, including 
whether Movable Type should automatically insert line- 
breaks into your posts, whether to ‘ping’ weblog sites to tell 
them that you've updated, and if you want to accept 
‘Trackback’ pings to show you whos linking to individual 
entries. Archiving determines how many indexes Movable 
Type should keep. Switch off any that you don't plan to use. 
The average weblog is best served with individual entries, 
each getting their own webpage for comments to be posted 
on, weekly/monthly entries (dependant on how regularly it 
gets updated), and an index for each Category of posts. 


©) Making a post Adding an entry is exceptionally simple. 
Just click on the New Entry button, enter a title, type in the 
entry and click Post. If you want to prevent it going live 
immediately, you can select it as a ‘Draft’, and only flick the 
switch to ‘Publish’ when ready. You can also come back to 
change the posting date and time, or put the post into a 
category for ease of access. Right now, we haven't got any 
set up. We can change this by clicking on the Categories 
button, and typing in as many as we need. Don't worry that 
there are only a few boxes available — more will appear as 
and when you need them. Lets call our first one ‘General’. 
Once created, this will flag up the number of General entries, 


PCPlus Back Issues 


Missed an instalment? 
Phone 0870 444 8662 
to order your back issue 


= http://forum.pcplus.co.uk 


along with the comments and Trackbacks each has received. 


Continue into ‘Edit Category attributes’ and you'll be able to 
enter a more detailed description, and customise how all 
entries will react to Trackback pings. Entries don't have to sit 
neatly in a category, and can sit just as happily in multiple. 
This gives you the freedom to build complex weblogs that 
drill straight down to the most urgently-needed information. 


H Advanced layouts Actually designing your pages is 
fairly straightforward. If you've used Blogger in the past, the 
system will be immediately familiar, albeit much more 
powerful. You simply copy and paste your standard template 
page, and add a few fragments of code. This example will 
produce a list of links to all of your monthly archive pages: 


<MTArchiveList archive type=”Monthly”> 
<ahref="<SMTArchiveLinkS>” ><SMTArchiveTitle 
></a><br /> 

</MTArchiveList> 


You can wrap each element with standard HTML formatting 
options to lay things out more precisely, or use HTML code 
inside individual entries. In this case, flagging up the title 
could be as easy as: 


<h3><$MTEntryTitle$></h3> 


The only thing to bear in mind is that each entry has to be 
wrapped in its individual container, such as <MTEntries>, or 
Movable Type will report an error message. This can make 
your code look somewhat ungainly, but its a logical enough 
system. lts a good idea to practice on a blank HTML page, 
rather than your full site design, and then copy the layout 
across. Remember that you'll need slightly different versions 
for each template that Movable Type offers; dates, master 
indexes, your main index and any others that you set up. 


Fun with categories 


Use Moveable Type to simplify the process of updating your web site 


CONTENT MANAGEMENT 
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One excellent touch in Movable Type is that you can customise 
the posting window. The Advanced option offers everything 
from categorisation to total control of Trackback pings. 


There are a lot of tags to dig through, many of which can 
be heavily customised (note that the above MTArchiveList 
example specifically states ‘Monthly’) and it's easy to wind 
up with the wrong one — such as posts being flagged up 
with a list of all of your categories, rather than just the one 
they fit into — if you make a slip of the finger. 


Ø Comments and more The final key piece of Movable 
Type under the knife is the Comments system. Put simply, 
decide if you really want to use it. Movable Type is heavily 
targeted by comment spammers at the moment, and while 
there are ways to avoid them — including strategically 
renaming files, the MI-Blacklist plug-in, a variety of 
verification systems and spam-flood prevention — they 

can still pose a problem. If you don't think people will be 
commenting, then for the time being it's wise to deactivate 
comments. You can always reactivate them later. PCP 


As regular readers will know, I'm a fan 
of Japanese animation, and keep an 
occasionally-updated collection of 
mini-capsule reviews on my web site 
(www.richardcobbett.co.uk/journal/ 
animecapsules/). Previously, this had 
to be edited by hand, by opening up 
individual indexes, copying and pasting 
review frames and manually keeping 
track of the alphabetical categories. 
Building in Movable Type offered an 


excellent way of simplifying the process. 


By creating a separate ‘weblog’ just 
for these reviews, each could be 
encapsulated in an entry. It's not 
immediately obvious, because | 
removed any elements relating to dates, 


comments, Trackback links and the like, 
and wrapped them in individual CSS 
blocks. Each entry was then assigned to 
an alphabetical category, such as a-c or 
m-o. Movable Type automatically keeps 
track of these, and populates the list on 
each page. The only layout required is: 


<MTEntries sort by="title” 
sort order="ascend”> 

<P 

class=” commentbar” ><b><$MTEn 
tryTitle$></b></p> 
<p><$MTEntryBody$></p> 
</MTEntries> 


This both assembles the individual 


entries in their correct form, and 
automatically lists them in alphabetical 
order. Put a new review in, and Movable 
Type automatically shuffles it into place. 
And there's more! Although the date 
information isn't shown on the screen, 
Movable Type still keeps a record of it. 
By adding the following code on to the 
index page, it's possible to display the 
three most recent reviews. 


<MTEntries lastn="3"> 

<p 

class="commentbar” <b><S$MTEnt 
ryTitle$></b></p> 
<p><S$MTEntryBody$></p> 
</MTEntries> 








Movable Type has a huge 
plugin community, which 
you can find at http:// 
mt-plugins.org. Among the 
plug-ins that you can attach 
are Bayesian filters to 
determine if a post is spam, 
visual effects like drop-caps, 
locational blogging, topic 
icons and more. Some 

of these have additional 
template requirements, or 
require advance configuration, 
but the majority slot straight 
into your existing site. 


We begin a brand new 
Masterclass series. 





Automatically categorise, sort 
and drill down through your 
entries, even if they're not in 
standard weblog format. 
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Any reasonably modern 
PC. This Masterclass was 
written on a 400MHz 
Pentium II with 256MB 
of RAM 


CYGWIN 


Part Three 


Batch processing of 
images for the web 





In the final part of this series, Rob Fenwick shows you how to 
quickly manipulate images, enabling you to get content online fast 


n this instalment, we'll look at resizing and 
transforming images for the web, and we'll 
also put together a simple piece of ‘drag-and- 
drop’ scripting using some old technology that should 
work with versions of Windows as far back as 95! 





Most business web sites are based on templates. Templates 
help the user quickly and easily find their way around, and 
assist the content editor to get content online quickly. 
Template-based designs will usually dictate a certain number 
of picture ‘slots’ of certain widths or heights, so you need a 
quick way of scaling your images to the correct size. 

We'll look at some basic image manipulation using tools 
from the imagemagick bundle of applications, then view the 
images themselves using display. Typing out the convert or 
montage commands in full each time you want to resize 
an image can be time-consuming, so we'll finish off by 
looking at a way to speed up the process, using batch file 
scripting to build a system by which we can drag-and-drop 
Our images on to an icon to achieve the desired sizes. 


El Get the software If you haven't already performed a 
full install of Cygwins packages, get the set-up application 
again, from www.cygwin.com. In the Graphics category of 
the installer, ensure that you install imagemagick. 


B Basic image resizing In previous instalments, we've 
used a bash console running under X to launch graphical 
applications. We'll only use one X-based application this 
month — display. Until that application is needed, you can 


Display does more than display! 





Open an image in the imagemagick X 
application display by executing ‘display 
filename.jpg’. To open up a menu of options, left-click 
anywhere on the image. Don't be put off by the 
amateurish appearance of the menu — the software is 
very capable. We're going to enhance the appearance 
of a photograph, and make it look more vibrant. 








I 
i 


Stick with using the bash shell without X if you prefer. To 
perform a very simple resize of an image, try running: 


convert -sample 200 source.jpg 
destination.jpg 


This will read in a JPEG file of your choosing, resize it to 200 
pixels wide, and automatically set the height to keep the 
aspect ratio intact so your picture doesn't become distorted. 
It will write out the resized image as destination.jpg’. 


E Rotating images You may need to rotate your images; 
this is simple using convert. You must pass the parameter ‘— 
rotate x’ to the convert application, where x is the number 

of degrees you wish the image to be rotated clockwise. For 
anti-clockwise rotation, use a negative value. So, if you want 
to rotate an upside-down image 180 degrees, you execute: 


convert -rotate 180 source.jpg 
destination.jpg 


© Flipping and flopping When using convert, where 
a flip is vertical and a flop is horizontal, another way of 
inverting an upside-down image would be to execute: 


convert -flip -flop source.jpg 


destination.jpg 


E Overwrite Theres no reason that you have to output 
to a new file; if youd like to overwrite the existing file when 


aia 


i 
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of an image. 
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Saturation could be described as the amount of 
‘grey’ in the colours of an image. By increasing 
the colour saturation value across all three Red, 
Green and Blue channels, you can often make an 
image appear more colourful and bright. Click on 
‘enhance’ and ‘saturation’ to boost the saturation 





Tes! 


Now let’s add a simple effect to the image, to 
transform its appearance. From the F/X menu, 
select Solarize to view the picture in a whole new 
light, and, while you're there, why not experiment 
with some of the other options under the F/X menu? 
They should be self-explanatory. 
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you make a change, you simply specify the same filename 
for source and destination. You can also use the utility 
‘mogrify’, which accepts the same command-line parameters 
as convert, but transforms the source file without creating 

a new file. Beware though: theres no ‘undo in either case. 


© View the output At some point you really need to 
view the output of these decidedly non-visual commands, 
so with the X server running, execute: display destinationjpg. 
Display is more than a simple image viewer; its also a 
graphical front end to many of the command line apps 
you've been running up until now, and is useful for when 
you need to visualise the operations you're performing. 
Once you've opened up the image, left-click anywhere on 
the picture to launch a menu of image actions. Right-clicking 
provides faster access to some of those options, and middle 
clicking (or clicking both buttons together) magnifies the area 
under the cursor threefold. 


E Tile your images You can construct a table or gallery 
of multiple images by using the montage utility. First try a 
simple tile of two images by executing: montage inputl jpg 
inputZjpg output.jpg. This simply places two thumbnails 
side by side. If you start stringing together tens of images, 
this becomes impractical, and you need to pass in some 
more parameters. 


©) Format the montage First of all, we'll alter the default 
size of the thumbnails, and add a caption to the previews. 
Pass in two extra options to the montage command: 


-geometry ‘170x170+2+2’ -label ‘%f’ 


The first option specifies that the images should be 1/0 
pixels wide, and 170 pixels high (unless that breaks the 
aspect ratio, montage will always preserve the aspect ratio), 


Back to batch files 


You don't have to keep typing out long commands to resize images with mogrify or convert 





CYGWIN 








We've built a very simple batch 
file to make drag-and-drop 
resizing of images easy. By 
using batch files, the technique 
outlined should work on any 
version of Windows going back 
to Windows 95. But the batch 
file scripting system is now 
very old, and has been 
superseded by the Windows 
Script Host. For greater 
flexibility in your scripting, 
take a look at http://msdn. 
microsoft.com/scripting/. 





You can perform automatic edits on your images with Cygwin 
and Windows. 


with two-pixel borders between images. The second option 
specifies that each image in the montage should be labelled 
with its file name. You might also try the popular option ‘%f 
%wx%h', which, in addition to writing out the file name, also 
writes out the physical dimensions of the original image. 


Ø Confine the montage As explained earlier, if you add 
too many images to one line of the montage it will become 
unmanageable, so another option to consider adding is —tile 
3x3, which would force the images into a grid three pictures 
wide by three high. There are many other options for using 
montage — take a look at www.imagemagick.org. 


EJ Automate the process Now follow the instructions 
in the side panel to automate the image transformation 
process, and create a series of icons, which you can drop 
your Images on to in order to achieve the sort of quick 
formatting of pictures that you need. PCP 


We've established why you need to 
be able to resize images quickly, but 
not everybody is quick at typing out 
command lines, and may wonder 
whether the method outlined in this 
masterclass is quick at all. 

Let's assume that your web site's 
standard page template has a slot for 
an image 300 pixels wide. You resize 
10 or 20 images a day, so we'll create 
an icon on your desktop on to which 
you can drag-and-drop images, to 
easily create 300 pixel-wide pictures. 

We're going to need to be able to call 
Cygwin compiled applications from the 
MS-DOS prompt, so you should add 
c:\cygwin\bin\ (or the equivalent 


location on your computer) to your 
Windows PATH environmental variable, 
or copy the Cygwin DLLs to your 
Windows system directory. After you've 
done this, you may need to reboot your 
computer for the change to take effect. 

Now, right-click on your windows 
desktop, and create a new text file — 
call it anything you like, we'll rename 
it later. Next, enter the following pieces 
of text in to the file: 


c:\cygwin\bin\mogrify - 


sample 300 %1 
pause 


We're using mogrify here — remember 


that this application overwrites the 
original file that you pass in, and 
remember that there's no undo. The 
%1 in the command above means 
‘first variable’ — we'll be passing in 
the location of an image as the first 
variable, and this will construct a fully 
valid mogrify command. 

Pause will enable you to see the fully 
constructed command at execution time, 
and see how it works. You can remove 
this line when youre confident the 
batch file is working as you want it to. 

Save this file as “resize to 300px.bat”, 
and then drag-and-drop an image on 
to the batch file you just created. That’s 
all it takes! E 








staple of the PC for years, 
you can still use batch files 
to your advantage. 
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Part One 


LEARNING LANGUAGES 


Choosing a language 
and making good 
use of the Internet 


3 BEGINNER 
Nothing too taxing here 


Just a passion for 
languages required 





Multimedia software and the Internet should have revolutionised 
language learning. Huw Collingbourne puts that theory to the test 


y reputation the British are just about the 
worst speakers of foreign languages in the 
world. Most of us either don't speak a second 
language at all, or can just about manage ‘Avez-vous 
un cuppa?’ and ‘Spaghetti Bolognese e uno pint of beer, 
per favore’ before falling silent. The tired old excuse 
that ‘Well, foreigners all speak English anyway, may 
be all very well if your globetrotting is limited to guided 
tours and Brit-friendly resorts in Spain or Greece. But if 
you want to get off the beaten track around the world, 
a smattering of Franglais isn't going to take you far. 





In the past, the would-be language learner had two main 
options. Either you could enrol at a night school or you could 
go it alone with the help of a book and audio tapes. These 
days you also have a broad choice of computer-based 
multimedia courses and Internet sites. We'll be exploring 
some of these options over the next three months. 


E Chinese challenge Before we start, | should make 

it clear that I'm in this with you — right up to my neck! The 
easy way for a journalist to review language software is to 
pick a language he or she already knows. Not this time. 
Instead of concentrating on my best non-English language 
(French), or my second best (Welsh), I've recklessly agreed to 
take on the challenge of learning Chinese Mandarin. | realise 
that this may not be everyone's language of choice, so l'Il 
also be looking at resources for many other languages in 
this series. 

Mandarin offers a number of difficulties which I've never 
previously encountered. Not only are the words and the 
grammar unfamiliar, but | cant even understand the script. 
Moreover, the pronunciation is a significant challenge to my 
vocal cords. So no matter what language youre learning, you 
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Key language 


The BBC's Welsh language courses are superb. It’s a pity there’s 
nothing of this quality for learning French, German or Mandarin! 


PCPlus 216 | Spring 2004 





can be assured that if youre going through hell, so am |. 

To ease myself into this project, | started by looking 
for help on the Internet. There are numerous web sites 
which teach you words and phrases by way of a gentle 
introduction to Chinese. However, after whiling away a 
few hours mechanically repeating the Mandarin for ‘dog’, 
‘giraffe’ and ‘hare’ on The Learning Chinese Site (www. 
minmm.com/classroom/TOC.html), | started to feel that 
| really needed to get a firm grasp of the fundamentals 
of the language. 


B Language learning links | eventually discovered 
The Chinese Outpost (www.chinese-outpost.com), which 
provides a simple introduction to Mandarin pronunciation, 
grammar and characters. This was just what | needed. If you 
have even the vaguest curiosity about the Chinese language 
(why, for example, is Hong Kong called ‘Hong Kong’ in Hong 
Kong but Xiang Gang in mainland China, even though its 
written the same in both places?) then this is the place to go. 

When looking for help with your chosen language, you'll 
find it useful to have a good ‘index’ site containing links to 
other related sites. The best way to find an index site is to 
search for appropriate keywords on Google (www.goosle. 
com). For example, | entered ‘learn Chinese Mandarin’ 
and, after visiting a few of the sites located by Google, | 
discovered an excellent link index at Learning Chinese 
Online (www.csulb.edu/~txie/online.htm). 

There are some sites that every language learner should 
know about. Languages On The Web (www.languages-on- 
the-web.com) is essential. This has a vast range of links 
to online courses, grammars and texts in just about any 
language you could name, and probably quite a few that 
you couldn't. 

You may have to search around for more specialist links 
Sites. For example, Hindi Language Resources is the place to 
go for all things Hindi (www.cs.colostate.edu/~malaiya/ 
hindilinks.html), while the Hindi Script Tutor is an excellent 
guide to learning Hindis Devanagari script (www.avashy. 
com/hindiscripttutor.htm). 


Ø Distance learning courses |f you want to thoroughly 
master a language, a ‘distance taught’ course is a good 
option. In the UK, the Open University is the longest 
established provider of distance learning for adult students. 
Having taken a three year OU diploma course in French, | 
can vouch for the quality. The OU has recently started to 
experiment with Internet-based study groups using custom 
conferencing software. | tried this out last year but found it 
quite frustrating (slow and jerky with indifferent audio). | 
imagine this will improve when ‘broadband Britain’ become 
a reality instead of just a buzzword. The OU currently has 
courses In French, German and Spanish. It’s also possible to 
enrol on courses run by overseas universities. For example, 
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Lalrobe University in Melbourne runs distance courses in 
Hindi, plus one in Japanese for teachers (www.latrobe. 
edu.au/asianstudies). 

The BBC regularly broadcasts TV programmes aimed at 
learners of the most popular European languages, plus a 
few other languages including basic Japanese and Mandarin. 
You might have missed these as they tend to be shoved 
away in the early hours of the morning on BBC2. Set your 
video then download support materials from the web 
(www.bbc.co.uk /languages). 


© Internet broadcasting Of all the BBC's language 
web sites, the Welsh site from BBC Wales is by far the best. 
| would go further. This is the best online teaching site of 
any language that | have ever come across. If only the BBCs 
Chinese site were this good, my Mandarin learning problems 
would be significantly diminished. Radio Wales broadcasts a 
daily soap opera called ‘Catchphrase’ specifically aimed at 
Welsh learners. You can download an MP3 file of each 
week's episode, plus a PDF file of the script from an archive 
that goes back to the start of 2002 (www.bbc.co.uk/ 
wales/catchphrase). There are other lessons for more 
advanced learners (www.bbc.co.uk/wales/catchphrase 
/camymlaen) as well as online grammar help and video 
broadcasts of the week's news for students of Welsh 
(www.bbc.co.uk/wales/learnwelsh). 

There are also many Internet audio and video resources 
for advanced students of other languages. Several Asian 
languages have their own programmes on the BBCS Asian 
Network (www.bbc.co.uk /asiannetwork). To tap into foreign 
language broadcasts worldwide, try logging onto the 
RealPlayer home page (www.real.com) and changing the 
default language. Alternatively, use the Radio Tuner on the 
Microsoft Media Player and select Find More Stations 
followed by Advanced Search, in order to find channels 
that broadcast in a specific language. 


Choose your language 
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It doesn’t provide an in-depth tutorial, but The Chinese Outpost 
contains a good introduction to the fundamentals of Mandarin. 


E Online penfriends One of the biggest problems 
of learning alone is that youre, well, alone. Some learners 
attempt to reduce the sense of isolation by finding 
pentriends. The modern version of a penfriend is an online 
‘exchange partner’. Once you find a partner, you can not 
only exchange email messages but also, if you wish, talk 
online using a chat system such as Microsoft Messenger 
or PalTalk (www.paltalk.com). This is a great way for fairly 
confident speakers to improve their pronunciation and 
fluency. If this appeals to you, you can seek out potential 
partners in numerous languages at My Language Exchange 
(www.mylanguageexchange.com). 

My search for help on the Internet has taught me a 
bit about Chinese culture, and some basic vocabulary and 
pronunciation. | havent yet found a really satisfactory tutorial 
on my chosen language. Next month I'll look at some 
software packages that claim to fill this gap. PCP 


If you can't make up your mind which language to learn, these packages should help you decide 


If you'd like to learn a language but 
haven't yet decided which one, you 
might find it useful to try out several 
alternatives with the help of Transparent 
Language’s ludicrously ambitious ‘101 
Languages Of The World’ (www. 
learning-a-language.co. uk). This 
contains lessons on languages ranging 
from Albanian to Zulu, and includes 
lessons on Latin and Pidgin English! 

101 Languages only covers the 
essentials of each language, but it’s not 
as trivial as you might imagine. | tried it 
out for Welsh, Hindi, Indonesian, French, 
Italian and Chinese. Each language 
provides a set of ‘survival phrases’ such 
as greetings and asking for directions. 


These are shown on screen and read 
out by native speakers. There are 
simple grammar explanations and 
various activities for practising the 
language. The popular languages such 
as French and Italian are covered in far 
more depth than minority languages 
such as Scots Gaelic and Breton. 
Languages such as Hindi and Mandarin 
are phonetically transcribed. This 
provides a good ‘taster’ of world 
languages, but it won't take you 
beyond the basics in any one of them. 
For learners with a little knowledge 
of French, Spanish, German or Italian, 
Before You Know It, from the same web 
site, is a better bet. This is a vocabulary 


building tool based around onscreen 
‘flash cards’, which have the English 
word or phrase printed on one side 

and the foreign equivalent on the other. 
You start by selecting a language and 

a vocabulary list. These lists are 
categorised under headings such as 
‘Asking Directions’, ‘Parts Of The Body’ 
and ‘Meeting And Greeting’. You select 
one of four exercises which challenge 
you to speak, think or write the foreign 
phrase in English and vice versa. A 
native speaker pronounces the word 
during each exercise. This is a handy 
practice tool which can be installed onto 
a desktop PC and a Palm or Pocket PC to 
be used as a portable phrase book. E 








Many popular language 
learning software products 
are available from online 
dealers such as Amazon 
(www. amazon.co.uk), WH 
Smith (www.whsmith.co.uk) 
and PC World (www.pcworld. 
co.uk). For a comprehensive 
list of software products, it’s 
also worth checking specialist 
international suppliers such 
as World Language (www. 
worldlanguage.com) which, 
at the time of writing, claims 
to have 2,851 products in 

175 languages. 


Next month we'll be looking 
at multimedia software 
packages for the complete 
beginner, and how to get 
by when your're on holiday. 





Before You Know It can be 
used to test your memory 
using these ‘flash cards’, or 
as a portable phrase book 
on a pocket PC. 
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HRS MINS 


BEGINNER 
Varies according 
to platform 


Portable audio 
player, FireWire 
or USB connection 


Part Three 


Connecting your 
portable MP3 player 


ver the last two issues we've discussed using 
your Linux PC as a digital music workstation, 
and showing you how to work with existing 
digital media files, as well as creating your own. 

One of the best things about compressed digital 
audio is the small file size, easily packing hours of 
music into the smallest portable device. Connecting 
a portable music player to your Linux box need not 
be hard — this month, we'll show you how. 





Portable music players are the modern equivalent of the old 
tape-based Sony Walkman; they store and play compressed 
digital music files in MP3 and other formats. They come in 
three main types, and all of them can be used with a Linux 
PC in one form or another. Firstly, there are the devices that 
use removable disc media, such as CD players, which can 
read a CD-ROM full of MP3s just as easily as a standard white 
book audio CD. Secondly, you have the much smaller, solid- 
State devices. While some of these use simple internal 
memory to store music, most offer extra storage capability 
in the form of removable memory cards. Finally, the latest 
generation of digital players come with an internal miniature 
hard disk, which can hold literally thousands of songs. 


The big Apple The fastest-selling portable digital music 
player came from an unlikely source — Apple Computers, 
inventor of the user-friendly Macintosh computer line. Apples 
portable player wasn't the first to offer an onboard hard drive 
to hold your music, and it was nowhere near the cheapest 
device of its type. Despite the price handicap, Apples iPod 
has sold by the truckload, and rightly so — it's a very stylish 
gadget indeed, sounds beautiful, and takes hardware MP3 
players out of geek-land and into the mainstream. 

While it began life as a Mac-specific player, the latest 
generation of the Apple iPod works with PCs too. Out of the 


Customizable menu | - 


——— fackiit screen — - 


= Touch buttons 


= Touch wheel 


ChckWheel 


= Remote port & Headphone jack — 
Hold switch — 


Apple's chic iPod redefined what an MP3 player should be like. 
It has sold by the truckload — and you can use it with Linux. 
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box, it offers support for Windows machines with a FireWire 
or USB 20 connection but, as is always the case, talented 
users and programmers around the world have come up 
with tools and methods to make the tiny white wonder work 
happily with a Linux machine. 

Despite the chic looks and high price, the iPod is basically 
a simple device; a portable FireWire hard disk which also 
happens to have a proprietary Apple operating system 
installed. Without this OS, its a simple storage device. With it, 
its the superb audio player which has sold millions. Look at 
the iPod from the first perspective, and its not hard to make 
the leap of imagination to the point where it would be 
possible to get at the iPod's storage from within Linux. 


Connecting the iPod Connecting an iPod to Linux 
requires three things — a Windows-formatted iPod, a FireWire 
card and a version of Linux with kernel support for the 
FireWire standard. Apple originally sold the iPod in one of 
two flavours — MacOS or Windows — but current models 
come with the software needed to connect to either 
Operating system. When used with a Mac, the iPods internal 
drive is formatted with the Mac's native HFS+ filesystem. 
While Linux can be persuaded to work with this filesystem, 
but it's not recommended — support for HFS and HFS+ is 
buggy, and something of an afterthought. A better alternative 
would be a Windows iPod, which uses the familiar FAT32 
filesystem native to Windows itself. 

If you have a Mac-based iPod, you'll need to convert it to 
a Windows-capable one to make it work reliably with Linux. 
Thankfully, this isn't difficult; its simply a case of hooking the 
iPod up to a Windows machine with a FireWire card, then 
running the Apple-supplied software for Windows, which will 
re-initialise the internal hard drive using FAT32. Take note that 
this process will reformat the hard drive, so any songs stored 
will be lost. Most modern Linux distributions come with the 
new FireWire support already compiled, but it may be set to 
work as a module. Before you connect the iPod, force the 
kernel to load the FireWire module using the command: 


modprobe ohcil1394 


Next, connect the iPod to your PCs FireWire card, switch the 
iPod on, then wait a second or two. Enter the command: 


modprobe sbp2 


and type dmesg to display information about what the 
FireWire module detected. You should see data about which 
bus Linux has connected your iPod to, such as /dev/sda/. 
Now we need to mount the iPod as a disk so that Linux can 
access it. This is done, as for any storage device, by creating 
a mount point. Firstly, you'll need to create a directory to 
house the mount point. Do this using the command: 
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Adding songs to your iPod with GUIPod is simplicity itself, 
and the program syncs with the hardware automatically. 


mkdir /mnt/ipod 


Now you Just mount the iPod using the command: 


mount -t vfat /dev/sda2 /mnt/ipod -o sync 


Using the software Congratulations — your iPod is 
now connected to your Linux box as a simple storage device. 
To work with it as a music player, you'll need some extra 
software. While many hardware MP3 players will simply 
accept any old music files you throw at them, the iPod won't 
— it needs to be fed correctly. The iPod stores title and artist 
metadata in a proprietary database on the iPod's hard drive, 
and without this information it wont play any songs you 
happen to copy to the drive. Under MacOS and Windows, 
this database is handled by Apples iTunes application — 
something were not likely to see for Linux in the near future. 
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GUIPod can convert between its own open database format 
and Apple’s proprietary iTunesDB format automatically. 


If you use KDE as your graphical environment, you should 
download a copy of GUIPod, written by Chandan Kudige. 
GUIPod is a graphical front-end for a collection of Perl scripts, 
which are themselves named GNUpod. Together, they form 
the Linux equivalent of iTunes — a suite which makes it 
simple to copy songs across to the iPod and build playlists. 
GUIPod doesn't use the iTunes database format as its own 
native format, instead opting for an elegant XML-based one. 
It does carry out the necessary conversions for you though, 
so your iPod can play both songs and playlists of your choice. 

Using GUIPod and your iPod is simple. GUIPod is well 
written, and if you've used a music player application before, 
you'll get to grips with GUIPod within minutes. It's not as 
intuitive or attractive as Apples iTunes, but then very little is. 
Finally, it's worth noting that the official free version of iTunes 
for Windows is available now, and may work with emulation 
environments like WINE, although we haven't tested this. PCP 


There's more to life than the iPod 


There are other portable music devices out there, and they'll all work with Linux 


Apple's iPod isn’t the only portable 
music device available, although it’s by 
far the most popular. There are literally 
hundreds of other gadgets available, 
from small 64MB keyring-sized devices 
to Windows-based monsters. 

One extremely attractive device is 
Creative's Nomad Zen, labelled a 
portable jukebox, although in reality 
a hard drive-based player just like the 
iPod. There are a number of excellent 
utilities available to make connecting 
and loading this nifty box with music an 
easy task, and in some ways it's much 
easier to work with than an iPod. For 
starters, try Gnomad, available from 
http://gnomad2.sourceforge.net. 


Gnomad is written in GTK+, so it's 
more likely to be your thing if you're 
a GNOME user. 

As far as memory-based devices go, 
one of the first major sellers was the 
Rio series from Diamond Multimedia, 
although the devices are now sold 
under the company name SonicBlue. 
These smart little solid-state players 
sport a USB connection, and as such 
connect to Linux machines with very 
little trouble. Also worth investigating 
is rioutil from http://sourceforge.net/ 
projects/rioutil/, a useful collection of 
tools which lets you do everything 
Windows users can. It only works with 
third-generation Rio models and above, 


beginning with the Rio 600 model, and 
including the Nike-branded players, 
such as the Nike PSA Play. 

A very popular solid-state player at 
the moment, thanks to all-time-low 
prices, is Creative's MuVo device, a tiny 
player with non-expandable memory 
and a very low profile. This device — 
along with many others of all types — 
can be persuaded to work with Linux 
in one way or another. An excellent 
resource site is provided by TuxMobil, 
a set of pages dedicated to using Linux 


with and on portable devices. You'll find 


the full site at www.tuxmobil.org. 
As for CD based devices, simply burn 
an ISO-9660 disc with your MP3s on. 





Apple iPod 
www.apple.com/ipod 
Find out more about the 
device which finally made 
MP3 players cool enough 
to enter the mainstream. 


Creative Nomad 

Zen Jukebox 
www.nomadworld.com/ 
products/Jukebox_Zen/ 
Check out Creative's answer 

to Apple's miniature white 
baby — the Zen is just as small 
and slick, and comes with a 
whopping 60GB of storage. 


Creative MuVo 
www.nomadworld.com/ 
products/muvo 

Fancy a portable player 

but don't need gigabytes 

of storage? The tiny MuVo 
series also work as portable 
USB flash drives. 


FireWire for Linux 
www.linux1394.org 

An essential site if you have 
problems getting your FireWire 
card working with Linux. 


We'll turn our attention to 
working with digital video. 





Creative’s Nomad and Zen 
jukeboxes will work with 
Linux too, thanks to 
software such as Gnomad. 


Plus 216 | Spring 2004 


HRS MINS 


Y 


ADVANCED 
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is essential 
































Knowledge of kernel 
compiling and Linux 
system administration 


The FreeSwan project offers IPSec 
capabilities to Linux systems, 
providing secure IP connections 
between network devices. 
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Part Three 
Securing the kernel 


ecuring any device connected to a network 

is a top priority of nearly all system 
administrators. With the increasing frequency 
of software exploits, as well as the recent local root 
exploits in the Linux kernel, this task is becoming more 
and more difficult. Naturally, it's possible to provide 
some security capabilities at the kernel level, and 
were going to look at the variety of patches and tools 
available to limit possible compromises. 





The latest kernel Before we can start securing the 
Linux kernel, its always a good idea to start off with the 
latest and greatest release. With the last three releases of 
the 24 tree all having local root exploits, we don't want to 
Start trying to fix something that has a gaping hole right 
in the middle. The current kernel release is 24.25 which 
should be the best one to use for existing 24 installations. 
While 2.6 is available, it's still in its infancy, and many 
security patches havent yet been ported up and across. 
No doubt, by the time this is published, there will be a 
new 24 kernel available, so check www.kernel.org/ prior 
to starting out. 


Get the patches We're going to start off by rebuilding 
our kernel with a few patches that offer both kernel and 
network security improvements. The first of these is the well- 
known FreeS/WAN patch, offering IPSec capabilities to Linux 
systems. There are a number of IPSec implementations 
available for Linux, including the version included in the 2.6 
kernels. The ‘Super FreeS/WAN’ variant at www.freeswan.ca/ 
offers many improvements over the traditional FreeS/WAN, 
which its based on, including x.509 certificates and NAT 
traversal for tunnels on non-routeable netblocks. 

Were also going to apply the OpenWall patch, which 
offers kernel-level security improvements, including limiting 
access to /proc by non-root users, as well as restricting many 
filesystem operations to improve security. It also reduces the 
effect of nasty buffer overflow exploits, by not allowing code 
in the stack to be executable. It's by no means a reason to 
avoid patching the system against individual buffer overflows; 
however it does make it more difficult 
Sm for someone to do something useful 

with such an exploit. 

Configure the kernel Before we 
start patching our kernel, we need to 
configure it with the options we would 
normally use, and ensure a nice clean 
kernel runs happily on our system. 
Although the patches were applying 
don't touch hardware, debugging is 
always much easier without adding 
changes into the mixture first. 
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We can copy the. config over from an old kernel 
compilation effort and run ‘make oldconfig’ in our new 
kernel source tree to pick up the options. If there are any 
new kernel options available, it will ask us if we want them 
or not. Usually, just hitting enter throughout the process gives 
us the identical kernel configuration as we had before. At this 
point we can start applying patches, and establishing exactly 
what we want to compile into our new kernels. 


FreeS/WAN The FreeS/WAN patch is a little different to 
Standard patches, as it comes with a tool, which patches the 
kernel with the compilation process for the user-space tools. 
Once we untar the freeswan-2.05-x509-1.5.2.targz file, we can 
cd into the resulting freeswan-2.05 directory and run ‘make 
oldgo’. This will patch FreeS/WAN into the kernel in 
/ust/src/linux, then run ‘make oldconfig’ to include the new 
IPSec options. Usually its good to include all of the IPSec 
options, although for those who are used to FreeS/WAN and 
dont need all the debugging, disabling the IPSec debugging 
in the kernel can often be beneficial. The actual Kernel IPSec 
system, or KLIPS, is debugged through the pluto software, 
which is the user-space part of IPSec. 

Depending upon the distribution, it may be best to either 
use their packages for IPSec or compile them from the 
source code. It's usually a good option to extract the scripts 
from distributions packages, so that we get all the init.d 
scripts for the distribution were using. The version of IPSec 
in the kernel doesn't have to exactly match that provided by 
the distribution, meaning that we can use Debians current 
2.04 package with the 2.05 kernel code. 

Once we run ‘make oldgo’, it will patch the kernel, 
and start compiling the code. If we don't want the shipped 
FreeS/WAN user-space tools, hitting [Ctrl]+[C] will stop it from 
compiling, and we can just work on the kernel. 


OpenWall OpenWall is a simple kernel patch applied 
with the usual command: 


cd /usr/src/linux 
patch -pl < PATCH-FILE 


We can run ‘make oldconfig’ over our kernel tree, which 
will prompt us for the new kernel options, which OpenWall 
offers. Usually it's safe to say ‘y’ in response to all options; 
however, one should be careful and read the associated 
help information for each option, as it can impact running 
services if it does something unexpected. 


Recompile the kernel We can now recompile our 
kernel using ‘make bzlilo modules modules_install’ and 
reboot the system into the new kernel. We can check that 
the system is running using the owl patch, as it will show 
in the kernel version information: 


PCPlus Back Issues 


Missed an instalment? 
Phone 0870 444 8662 
to order your back issue 


= http://forum.pcplus.co.uk 


. Te pot view Ge peetmarts Toole podie Hele 


QO QO =F em Pm 
~ mm Cjiwimei Oiwen rre Sete Ore iewi -Cepe "y “y Tit ~ “acco “y hepat vh 


"Onenwsé Praci hoss 0 H com gampauruias | 
bmp ea) oz ae Lis oO / af e : 





Wi) deire voitit 


Openwall Project 


nrg sorty ml pan erreereremerdy 


roor SETA Re A LE N E 


Sofware you can faa here 


- 7) pay Ppap nen Verdenen tetvet piaform 
br tier Roach ») 


ibe Ais REL © Unix (andl ther) pavwmerd troche 
SILL For te wath A, avatscie Re ; ADDA CO wih USPS pettage oF UFS ue 
fet yOu tatame ana you terveri 


MA TT lew 
kie parren ts ut LhecNing for your servers 
ad Geen 


20 

LS De stermaive parrword shadowny Kaane 
(canoes, a steam“) TCP port scan detectan toot 

CORAL a try POPS Gasman designed with security in mend 

Bo, 9 Setar ingie uter mose login program 


. “eee ** . 
g r u 


fat etd a rustat of recury features | 
DND 4A be Ses Pat sdt tecertty bokrot stg beg Swi 


You are encouraged to wie he fal 





These (and a few other) packages are shio avatable via FTP hom fg comment! Come and Be mmie 
f pu raak amn i a Pamartne 


OpenWall offers many security improvements and is a 
must have on any production system. 


# uname -a 
Linux macha 2.4.25-owl #4 Sun Feb 22 
16:41:30 EST 2004 i686 GNU/Linux 


We can verify that FreeS/WAN is installed by doing ‘ipsec 
verify’ as root on the system: 


# ipsec verify|more 

Checking your system to see if IPsec got 
installed and started correctly: 
Version check and ipsec on-path 

[OK] 

Linux FreeS/WAN 2.04 

Checking for KLIPS support in kernel 
[OK] 

Checking for RSA private 

key (/etc/ipsec.secrets) 

[OK] 

Checking that pluto is running 

[OK] 


Alternative security patches 


ADVANCED LINUX 


shuttle; "# ipsec ver ify igrep OK 
Version ch sê 

Checking for KLIPS su 

Checking for RSA private key (etc; ipsec, secrets) 
Checking that pluto running 

Tuo or nore interfaces found, checking IP forwarding 
Does the machine have at least one non-private address 
shuttle; “# E 





Checking the status of IPSec will verify whether or not 
KLIPS is compiled into the kernel. 


Two or more interfaces found, checking 
IP forwarding 


[OK] 


It'S more than likely that it will complain that there isn't a 
private key, or that pluto isnt running, should IPSec not be 
configured and installed completely. We can build a RSA key 
using the following command: 


# ipsec newhostkey —output 
/etc/ipsec.secrets —hostname 


router.example.net 


Usually the hostname isn't important for IPSec, unless you're 
using Opportunistic Encryption, which looks up the keys for 
systems using DNS. If you've no idea what OE is, or why you 
would use it, its safe to assume you dont need it. 


E Update the configuration The IPSec configuration for 
FreeS/WAN changed slightly from 1.99 to 2.0, so its important 


There are many other security patches available, but what do they do? 


As well as OpenWall, there are other 
patches for Linux to help secure the 
kernel. One of the more popular is the 
‘grsecurity’ patch (www.grsecurity. 
net), which not only secures what 

is already there, but adds many 
important security features. Along 
with ACLs for file access and other 
permissions, it also provides protection 
of specific portions of address space, 
which results in the inability for non- 
kernel space processes to write to 
kernel memory. 

The grsecurity patch is rather more 
involved than OpenWall, and requires 
more user-space tools to maintain the 
new filesystem permissions and 


options. It does take some time to 
actually set up all of the ACLs and 
secure the system to the point where 
it's safe, but actually usable. grsecurity 
also offers lots of additional 
randomising capabilities to avoid 
people guessing data on our system, 
such as process IDs, IP port numbers 
and TCP sequence numbers. An outside 
attacker can often find out information 
about our system, such as what the 
next PID to be used will be, from 
existing information, so obscuring 

this makes for a more robust system. 


LIDS is another popular security patch, 


offering ACLs for literally everything, 
from system operations to filesystem 


access. Unfortunately, configuration of 
LIDS is a complete nightmare, as one 


has to go through each network service, 


each process or binary that requires 
some root access, and manually 
configure the capabilities of LIDS to 
permit it. If we have a system that’s 
primarily a mail server, a web server 
or runs databases, then it’s not such 
a big undertaking, but on a multi-use 
system, it’s usually not worth even 
starting to set up LIDS, as it will eat 
up so much time. There are, of course, 
some pre-built scripts to set up a LIDS 
system, however they will still require 
installation-specific changes. LIDS 

can be found at www.lids.org. E 








Securing the kernel is no 
excuse for not keeping up 

with recent patches and new 
software updates. Nearly all 
distributions have mailing lists 
for security updates and new 
package releases. It's 
important to keep up to date 
with everything we're running, 
as even a simple exploit which 
can allow a remote user to 
execute some code locally 
opens the opportunity for them 
to exploit the kernel and get 
root access. 

Many distributions have 
some variety of automated 
package management, such as 
apt with Debian and up2date 
for RedHat and Fedora users. 
Even if subscribing to mailing 
lists isn't practical, running 
tools to update the installation 
frequently helps avoid many 
security pitfalls. 


|a File Edit View Go Bookme 





The grsecurity patch offers 
many more capabilities than 
OpenWall, but requires 
significant configuration. 
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Linux Security Modules 


LSM is a popular topic for kernel developers, but what does it offer? 
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patches have yet been ported to LSM, == 
although LIDS for 2.6 currently ships 
as a module for LSM. Of course, as 
the development of 2.6 progresses 
and more people implement it as 
their production kernel, existing 
kernel security modifications will be 
migrated over to the new architecture, 
as doing this makes maintaining 
kernel components so much easier. M 


With the advent of Linux 2.6, Linux 
Security Modules or LSM, are a hot 
topic. LSM originated as part of the 
Security-Enhanced Linux project from 
the NSA, which offers improved 
security as part of a kernel patch. 
Many other projects have started, 
each implementing kernel security 
and access controls in their own little 
way. This makes for some confusion, 


which LSM is designed to resolve. 

The LSM kernel patch adds security 
fields to kernel data structures, and 
inserts calls to hook functions at 
critical points in the kernel code to 
manage the security fields and to 
perform access control. 

LSM is available as part of the 
standard 2.6 kernel, as well as a 
patch for the 2.4 series. Not all kernel 
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The Linux Security Module is the 
new security architecture for the 
2.6 kernel series. 


There are numerous small 
kernel patches available, 
which provide simple fixes 
against a number of fairly 
annoying kernel problems that 
can cause security nightmares. 
Of course, as well as security 
compromises, potential 
attackers can perform a denial 
of service attack against the 
server, by writing random data 
to /dev/kmem or accessing 
protected kernel memory 
through a /proc device. 


Next month we'll close our 
Linux kernel series with a 
look at the 2.6 kernel. 
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With apt-rpm, RedHat and 
Fedora users can update 
their installation in the 
same way Debian users do. 








to note that if we have an existing 1.99 configuration, it 
needs ‘version 2’ added to the top if we actually want the 
user-space code to load. 

The format of /etc/ipsec.conf is very simple, although 
how the other end is configured depends on the specific 
device, and what network capabilities you need. Lots of 
documentation is available at www.freeswan.ca/docs/ 
freeswan-2.05/doc/index.html, including links to pages 


with documentation on the various IPSec implementations in 


CheckPoint, Cisco Pix and Cisco IOS, along with many other 
network devices out there. 
An example ipsec.conf looks something like this: 


# /etc/ipsec.conf - FreeS/WAN IPsec 


configuration file 


Version 2 conforms to the second version of ipsec. 
conf specification: 


# basic configuration 
config setup 

# Debug-logging controls: “none” 
for (almost) none, “all” for lots. 
klipsdebug=none 

plutodebug=all 
interfaces="ipsec0O=eth1” 
#interfaces=”"%defaultroute” 

conn %default 

type=tunnel 

pfs=yes 

keylife=2h 

# How persistent to be in 

(re) keying negotiations (0 means very). 
keyingtries=0 

# How to authenticate gateways 


authby=rsasig 


Distribution maintenance 








shuttle; “# ipsec whack --status 

868 interface jpsecB/eth) 67, 149,4, 82 

B88 vnuid = (none) 

866 debug rau+crupt+pars ingtenitt ing+control+ lifecucle+k] ips+dns+oppotcontrolnor 

e 

886 

B66 “dic-tun”; 67, 149,4,62-—67, 149.0, 1... 66,251, 128, 113---66, 251, 128,114; erout 

ed; eroute ouner: #38 
JN " i 


888 ife: 36685; ipsec_life; 7200s; rekey_nargin; 548s; rekey_f 


key ingtr ies: 8 
tun”; policy: RSASIG+ENCRYPT+TUNNEL+PFS+UP; prio: 32,32; interface; e 
newest ISAKMP SA; #31; newest IPsec SA; #50; 

d); EVENT_SA_REPLACE in 53 

126.114 esp, 4957ed9d967, 14 

‘3 established); EVENT_SA_REP 

ent fIR3, ISAKMP SA established); EVENT_SA_REP 


thl; 
B68 “djc-tun”; 


1; “dic-tun” STATENAINR3 Cs 
in 31765; newest ISAKMP 

HBB 

shuttle; “# J 


IPSec performs a complex handshake procedure prior to creating 
the tunnel, but the debugging information is invaluable. 


# Some will override this with 
auto=start 

auto=add 

conn block 

auto=ignore 

conn private 
auto=ignore 

conn private-or-clear 
auto=ignore 

conn clear-or-private 
auto=ignore 

conn clear 

auto=ignore 

conn packetdefault 
auto=ignore 

conn my-tun 
Left=172.16.2.100 
leftnexthop=172.16.2.1 


See the boxout on previous page for information about 
alternative security patches. PCP 


Keeping your distribution up-to-date is important to avoid security problems 


Anyone who is subscribed to lists, 
such as CERT's security announcements, 
Bugtraq or anything vendor-specific, 
will notice a slew of security updates 
for packages, new exploits for existing 
code and announcements on bugs in 
software that may or may not have an 
exploit available today. And it's probably 
safe to assume that, as well as those 
trying to solve security problems, those 
who choose to exploit issues in code 
will also be subscribed to these 
lists, making for a race between 
software maintainers. 

Even when there's a new patch 
available, it can take some time for 
vendors and package maintainers to 


out to users. 


service outages. 
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get it integrated with their new releases 
and get a nice new unexploitable build 


Debian users can ‘apt-get’ the latest 
packages quite easily, by running 
‘apt-get update’ every night and 
‘apt-get dist-upgrade’ to download and 
install the new packages. Not every 
package update is security-related 
however, and some updates can 
introduce compatability issues with 
existing packages. Blindly installing 
new software without consideration 
is a great way to destroy a server and, 
if it's a current system in production, 
it can quickly cause downtime and 


Debian users can run a little cronjob 
every night to download the latest 
package list, along with the new 
packages. Crucially, this doesn't install 
the packages automatically, and waits 
for you to perform a dist-upgrade 
manually. It does mean, however, that 
users don't have to wait for a long 
time while new packages download 
if we forget to dist-upgrade for a 
week or two. 

Using ‘crontab -e’ as root, we just 
need to add the following: 


00 6 * * * apt-get -qq -y 
update && apt-get -q -y -d 
dist-upgrade 
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3 BEGINNER 

A basic understanding 
of programming 

will help 


Lego Mindstorm Robot 
kit (approx £160) and 
Bricks Command Centre 
(free download) 


MINDSTORM ROBOTS 


Part Three 
Putting it all 
together for 
a robopet 





In the final part of this masterclass Aladdin Ayesh brings together 
everything we've learned, to get your LEGO Mindstorm Robot moving 


o far in this masterclass we've covered the 
basics of LEGO robot control and sensors. 

We also looked at finite-state machines, and 
how they may be used to model control or behaviour. 
In this part, we'll bring everything together. As we'll be 
referring to the first two parts of the series occasionally, 
it will help if you have them to hand. 





B Multi-tasking You may have already written programs 
with several tasks, or have felt the need to couple repetitive 
code into functions. NQC has two distinctive types of 
functions: tasks and subroutines. Tasks run in parallel, as if 
the robot has more than one processor, while subroutines 
run sequentially, much like traditional procedural languages. 
We write subroutines in the same way as functions in C. 


void turn(subroutine parameters) 


{ 


// Some code 


} 


Alternatively, we can define subroutines as in BASIC. 


sub “name” () 

{ 

// subroutine code 
} 


there are several restrictions on both of these forms of 
subroutines. My advice would be to use SUB, and treat 
subroutines in the same way they are treated in BASIC. 
B Managing tasks Because tasks run in parallel, they 


need management if they are to be stopped and started at 
the right times. To start a task: 


start taskname; 


L2: FOLLOW 
LINE 
L1: WANDER 
LO: AVOID 


MOTOR 
CONTROLLER 


Following a line is the first major challenge for our robot. 
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We can then stop a started task using the equivalent: 


stop taskname; 


NQC doesn't support suspend task explicitly. As a result, when 
we stop a task, we lose track of the state that task was in. 


E Subsumption architecture We looked at this in part 
two. Subsumption architecture is based on the idea that 
complex behaviours are composed of simple behaviours 
(tasks) that run in parallel. The simplest way to explain 
Subsumption architecture is through an example: I've made 
a cup of tea, lm holding the cup and its very hot; the 
primitive low-level reaction would be to drop the cup. This is 
level 0 behaviour, and takes priority over all other behaviours. 
If Im holding the tea cup, then my next behaviour is to look 
for something to dip in the tea (for example, a biscuit). 
This is level 1. | have my tea and my biscuit, and | look for 
somewhere to set them down (level 2) then start to plan 
my evening (level 3 or 4), and so on. The diagram on this 
page shows the Subsumption architecture solution to a 
common robotics problem, which is following a line. 

In NQC, we implement behaviours as tasks. To represent 
the Subsumption prioritisation, we use a simple IF statement 
at the beginning of the motor controller task. 


if ( avd_command != COMMAND NUL) 
mtr command = 
else if (wnd_command != COMMAND NUL) 


mtr command = wnd_ command; 


avd command; 


else 


mtr command = flw command; 


We can add additional behaviours or tasks by adding an 
entry for each in this IF statement, according to their level in 
the architecture. Notice that we made wnd_command the 
last, because its the usual behaviour of the robot. This is a 
practical adjustment that will simplify the implementation. 


© Motor controller We've already developed a motor 
controller embedded in the main task. This may create a 
problem when more than one task tries to drive the motors. 
To solve the problem, we develop a task that deals with the 
motor commands. All other behaviours (tasks) send their 
requests to access the motors to this task. The motor 
controller task will also host the Subsumption priorities IF 
Statement. The motor commands needed here are: 


#define COMMAND NUL 
#define COMMAND FWD 
#define COMMAND LFT 
#define COMMAND RGT 
#define COMMAND BCK 


A Ww N FP O 
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Unlike all other tasks, the motor controller task has one local 
variable, which is mtr_command. The others will have one 
local variable (the state of the behaviour) and one global, 
indicating the command to be sent to the motor controller. 


task motor controller () 


{ 


int mtr command; 


while ( true ) 


{ 

if ( avd_command != COMMAND NUL) 
mtr command = avd command; 

else if (wnd_command != COMMAND NUL) 
mtr command = wnd_ command; 

else 

mtr command = flw command; 


switch ( mtr_command) 

{ 

case COMMAND NUL: break; 

case COMMAND FWD: 

OnFwd (OUT_A+OUT_C); break; 

case COMMAND LFT: 

OnRev (OUT_A); OnFwd(OUT_C); break; 


ee 
Alternatively, we can have a subroutine that drives the motors 


with an arbiter task that mediates between behaviours, and 
calls the subroutine. 


H Avoiding obstacles (Level 0) We covered this in 
part two. Basically the task will check for the sensors left and 
right. If either sensor has been hit by an obstacle, avd_state 
will change to AVD_HIT, and will send a command to the 
motor controller to change the course of movement. 


© Wandering around (Level 1) If there are no 
obstacles, the robot will wander around, either randomly 
or in patterns. There are wnd_state and wnd_command 
variables to be used within the SWITCH CASE statement. 
The values that wnc_state takes are: 


#define WND FWD 0 
#define WND LFT 1 
#define WND RGT 2 


Based on the value of wnd_state, we assign wnd_command 
one of the command values defined in the motor controller. 
The easiest way to develop this behaviour is to set the 
wnd_state to WND_FWD and to use the RANDOM function, 
which we covered in part two, to change the wnd_state 

to WND_LFT, WND_RGT or remain in WND_FWD state. 


E Following a line (Level 2) This is the new task. It 
relies on the light sensor. It depends on the line were using, 
and we set a threshold variable. If you're using the Lego track 
that comes with the kit, the line is black, and the background 
white. The robot should recognise the black line. If we use 
the view button to check the reading of the light sensor on 


MINDSTORM ROBOTS 


Sensor_2< THRESHOLD 


Sensor_2 <THRESHOLD) 


Sensor_2>THRESHOLD 


Sensor_2>THRESHOLD 


AND 
Scan_Timer SCAN_TIME 


Scan_Timer SCAN_TIMER 





The robot's behaviour may look random, but it’s based on logic. 


the black line it will give us an idea of the threshold value. 
In normal circumstances, this would be around 40, but this 
number is greatly affected by the amount of light in the 
room. Now we set the threshold: 


#define THRESHOLD 40 


Then we set the light sensor, assuming that light sensor is 
connected to port two on the RCX: 


SetSensor (Sensor 2, SENSOR LIGHT); 


Now we can check for the light sensor reading against the 
threshold to make the robot follow the line: 


switch (flw_ state ) 

{ 

case FLW NONE: 

if ( SENSOR 2 < THRESHOLD) 
flw _ state= FLW LINE; 
case FLW LINE: 
flw_command= COMMAND LFT; 
Wait (50) ;° 

if ( SENSOR 2 < THRESHOLD) 
{ 

flw _ state= FLW LINE; 
flw_command= COMMAND FWD; 


} 


else 

{ 

flw_state= FLW NONE; 
flw_command= COMMAND NUL; 
} break; } 


break; 


The above code may lose the line, especially near the 
corners. We need to make the robot scan left and right once 
its in the FLW_LINE state to adjust itself on the line and 
maintain straight course. We time the scanning, and if it fails, 
it means the robot has actually lost the line, and it should 
revert to wandering behaviour. PCP 








LEGO Mindstorm 
http://mindstorms.lego.com/ 


Brick Command Centre 
http://bricxcc.sourceforge.net/ 


NOC 
http://bricxcc.sourceforge. 
net/nqc/ 


Resources for NOC 
www.baumfamily.org/ 
nqc_old/index.html 


Resources web site 
about Lego robots 
Wwww.crynwr.com/ 
lego-robotics/ 


Some tutorials 
(unmaintained) 
www.cs.uu.nl/people/ 
markov/lego/ 


NOCEdit (an alternative for 
Brick Command Centre) 
http://nqcedit.erikssonnet.com/ 


Finite State Machine 
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/ 
Finite_state_ machine 


Brook's Subsumption 
Architecture 
http://ai.eecs.umich.edu/ 
cogarch3/Brooks/Brooks.html 


The author's web site: 
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uk/~aayesh 


We'll be starting a 
brand-new masterclass. 
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Optical breakthrough doubles 


Fibre Channel storage performance 


Intel’s next-generation optical 
transceivers promise to double 
Fibre Channel throughput for 
the same cost. 


ptical networking transceivers that 
double the performance of Fibre Channel 





0 


have been welcomed by industry analysts. 

Chip giant Intel, which recently unveiled 
its next-generation 4GB/s Fibre Channel 
optical transceivers, says the components 
solve the growing problem of bottlenecks 
occurring in widely-deployed 2GB/s 
storage-area networks, but where 10GB/s 
systems would be unnecessary, both in 
terms of bandwidth and expense. 


storage systems, without increasing costs, 





Intel is working with Fibre Channel firm 
Emulex, which has produced the industry's 
first SOC (Switch-On-a-Chip) 4GB/s embedded 
storage switching system, to ensure emerging 
4GB/s Fibre Channel offerings are interoperable. 

Bob Zona, marketing director of Intel's Optical 
Products Division, said: “Video- and graphics- 
rich applications, plus new requirements for 
increased document retention and security, are 
driving the need for faster storage networks.” 

“The new 4GB/s transceivers are aimed at 
systems that can meet those needs, and at 





roughly the same price as 2GB/s transceivers 
when purchased in volume.” 

Sue Clarke, senior research analyst with 
Butler Group, explained that Fibre Channel in 
Storage Area Networks (SANs) offers substantial 
speed and performance advantages over rival 
storage technologies, but said the principal 
inhibitor to the mainstream adoption of Fibre 
Channel has been its relatively high cost. 

Clarke added: “Doubling the performance of 
Fibre Channel, without significantly increasing 
the cost, will be a big enabler. Fibre Channel 
remains a very strategic technology. 

“There are a lot of organisations that have 
now implemented small SANs, many as pilot 
schemes, and are moving to the stage when 
they are either taking the plunge with full-scale 
rollouts or expanding existing infrastructures.” 

The Intel TXN31115 optical transceiver is 
based on the Small Form Factor Pluggable (SFP) 
MSA, and is designed for 4GB/s Fibre Channel 
switches. Its sibling, the Intel TXN31015 optical 
transceiver, is based on the compact Small 
Form Factor (SFF) MSA, and is targeted at Host 
Bus Adaptors (HBAs) and RAID applications 
in storage-area networks. 


| BROADBAND | BAND 


BT expands broadband to 90 per cent of UK 


housands of British businesses that have 

previously been denied broadband Internet 
access because of their isolated geographical 
positions could soon benefit from large-scale 
rollouts of alternative access technologies, such 
as radio broadband. 

BT Retail’s chief executive, Pierre Danon, 
said a series of partnerships with regional 
development agencies and other public sector 
organisations would help expand the reach of 
its broadband offerings to around 90 per cent 
of the UK population by summer of this year. 

The telco intends to create around 20 
‘community partnerships’ that will solve the 
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‘last-mile’ access problems by deploying radio 
broadband services. 

According to BT, radio will be a key enabler 
for bringing broadband to some of its 573 
smallest telephone exchanges (serving 100,000 
households), which don't have a trigger level, 
or areas more than 6km from their exchange. 

Danon said: “BT is absolutely committed 
to reaching our target of connecting every UK 
community, even the remote or rural ones, by 
2005. By this summer we'll have reached 90 per 
cent coverage by using a range of partnership 
models, which have already delivered 35 
successful schemes across the UK.” 





BT will use radio to offer broadband to remote 
businesses which can’t currently sign up for DSL. 









Linux leads server 
sales revival 


ales of Linux began taking off 

‘dramatically’ in the last quarter 
of 2003, with revenue from servers 
powered by the open-source 
operating system clocking up a 
year-on-year growth of 63.1 per 
cent, while unit shipments grew over 50 
per cent year-on-year, the latest market 
research has reported. 

According to analyst firm IDCs Worldwide Quarterly Server Tracker, 
Linux servers were identified as one of the brightest stars in the market 
as it emerges from the recent downturn. 

“Linux server growth continued to accelerate,” said Jean S. Bozman, 
Research Vice-President in IDC’s worldwide server group, “demonstrating 
that Linux servers are taking on important roles in IT customers’ 
computing infrastructure. What began with edge and web-centric 
workloads is branching out to include HPC and commercial workloads.” 

Mark Melenovsky, program director in IDC’s server research group, 
added that the whole x86 server market is growing in importance. 

“The new announcements regarding Intel's 64-bit extensions to x86 
architecture, and AMD's traction in its first year of Opteron shipments, 
show that this segment is continuing to evolve,” he said. “IDC expects 
2004 to be a tipping point for enterprise x86-architecture server adoption.” 


Tux, the Linux penguin, is 
taking off, with dramatically 
increasing sales of the open- 
source operating system. 
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Microsoft commits 
to 64-Bit Windows 


icrosoft has promised that its 
forthcoming 64-bit Windows 

operating system will be fully 
compatible with Intel's recently- 
unveiled x86 64-bit processor 
extension technology. 

According to Microsoft, 
64-bit computing will become 
increasingly important for 
companies, because of the ability 
to deliver performance and 
scalability gains for applications 
that require large amounts of 
memory or intensive mathematical loading, such as database servers, 
Terminal Server deployments and research computing. Desktop 
applications which could also benefit include digital content creation, 
computer-aided design/manufacturing and professional video editing. 

Jim Allchin, Group Vice-President of the Platforms Group at Microsoft, 
said forthcoming 64-bit versions of Windows would be backward- 
compatible with existing 32-bit applications. 

The software giant's Windows XP 64-bit Edition for 64-bit Extended 
Systems, and Windows Server 2003 for 64-bit Extended Systems, which 
are currently in beta, are scheduled for release towards the end of 2004. 


Jim Allchin says the 64-bit version 
of Windows will be backward- 
compatible with 32-bit applications. 
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SCO Business 


year ago exactly, the free 
Ai sive world was shaken 

to its foundations when SCO 
— formerly Caldera — suddenly 
announced that its intellectual 
property had been inserted without 
permission into the Linux operating 
system, Linux users around the 
world had thus misappropriated its 
trade secrets, and it was all IBM's 
fault. Bear in mind that this was just 
the company’s original claim. Since 
then, SCO's tune has changed ona 
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seemingly daily basis, all the while 
becoming increasingly shrill and 
high-pitched. Most recently, it has 
finally come through on its warnings 
to begin suing end-users — Autozone 
and DaimerChrysler at the moment, 
with more promised in the future — 
for using Linux without one of its 
SCOSource licences, attempted to 
persuade the American government 
to declare the GPL unconstitutional, 
and repeatedly stalled its own 
courtroom battles at every turn. 





Illustration: Stuart Harrison 


And here's the kicker: it's still not 
entirely clear what the problem is. 
The company maintains that it can't 
provide the evidence it needs to 
prove its case unless IBM cracks 
open its archives, and the actual 
point of the case is swaying and 
wavering from code theft to copyright 
infringement to trade secrets, and 
anything else that can be slipped 
under the nebulous letters ‘IP’. While 
SCO maintains that the evidence is 
available, as of yet the only way to 


VITAL STATISTICS 


Ss SCO 


SCO has been firing off accusations and lawsuits in every direction over the last 
year, but to date all its attempts to actually prove its case have ended in farce. 


actually see it is to agree to a hefty 
non-disclosure agreement, and the 
few scraps to have leaked out have 
been less than flattering to SCO's 
accusations. Most notable was an 
obfuscated piece of code from a Las 
Vegas-based demonstration, which 
turned out to be the Berkeley Packet 
Filter, which was written three years 
before SCO's System V (the software 
at the heart of the alleged ‘stolen 
code’) and released under a BSD 
licence for anybody to use. Not that 
this means anything — even if a piece 
appears in both Linux and System V, 
it doesn't necessarily mean that the 
code has travelled downstream. 
Without knowing exactly where to 
look, there's no way to know, and 
SCO isn't telling. Muddying the 
waters still further, SCO has 
previously distributed its own brand 
of Linux, thus specifically releasing 
all contents under the GPL. 

All these problems with the 
increasingly bizarre SCO circus 
have not gone un-noticed by the 
community, most notably paralegal 
Pamela Jones, whose sharp writing 
and in-depth research at SCO-watch 
site Groklaw (www.groklaw.net) 
have made her one of the new rising 
stars in the open source world. All of 
the public documents from the case 
can be found, and pored over, here — 
and the commentary can't make for 
pleasant reading by SCO's lawyers. 

Sadly, whenever SCO speaks — 
and it does so an awful lot — the 
stock prices inevitably seem to shoot 
up. Bearing in mind that this is a 
company that found itself explaining 
to the judge that its directors had 
been unavailable over the Christmas 
period, it's hard to see how this has 
continued for so long — especially 
against the monolithic IBM, a 
company that prides itself on never 
losing a case. In terms of actual 


code, much of the announced case 
so far rests on a set of files called the 
ABI Libraries, which SCO’s own ex-VP 
had apparently given the world full 
permission to use. The majority 
of the action however is in the 
peanut gallery, watching the media 
performance from all sides. Ignoring 
Microsoft's alleged involvement (in 
the form of memos, declared to be 
legitimate, but missing the point) 
SCO has raised several questionable 
claims in the course of the saga — 
notably claiming that Computer 
Associates had purchased a licence 
to its Linux servers, only to have CA 
snap back that it had been bounced 
into a breach of contact settlement, 
and, most impressively, that 
AutoZone must have infringed on its 
intellectual property because of “the 
precision and efficiency with which 
the migration to Linux occurred”. 
Much of the momentum of the 
initial blitzkrieg campaign has now 
waned, with very little uptake of 
SCO's licensing program, and 
scepticism over whether actually 
taking up the offer could open you 
up to more legal trouble than not 
(having agreed to SCO's terms 
rather than simply following the 
distribution rights given to you by 
the GPL). Nevertheless, the case 
continues to roll on, in courtrooms 
and news articles around the world. 
In practical terms, very little progress 
may have been made over the last 
year — and the reality of SCO's claims 
will remain untested in court for 
quite some time to come, but the 
whole affair has been a fascinating 
ride through new legal waters for 
the Linux and the general open 
source community — not to mention 
a reminded that no matter how 
noble your coding intentions, you 
never know what might crawl out of 
the woodwork to spoil the party. 


This month’s spam, 
according to Brightmail 


Other: 29% 

Products: 24% 

Financial: 18% 
BB Adult: 14% 


E Scams: 11% 
Fraud: 4% 














What’s in the locked box? 
That’s still a secret, we’ 


The How and Why 
of Information 
Rights Management 


Ate issue: Microsoft's Information Rights Management 
technology has seen its fair share of advocates and detractors 
since its announcement in the lead-up to Office 2003 and, looking 
to help clarify the pros and cons, Microsoft invited us to go and 
take a look at exactly what makes the system tick. 

The final outcome? Curate’s egg. Most interesting was the 
admission that while IRM-protected content is encrypted, and 
accessed using a ‘chain of trust’ stretching from the client computer 
all the way to a pair of private keys at Microsoft HQ, the system 
largely seems geared towards preventing accidents, rather than 
foiling dedicated hackers. For instance, a file can be assigned an 
expiry date, after which it won't load up on your system, but the 
licence can be cached on your client machine, to use when you're 
unplugged from the network. Protected email is intended for 
internal usage, rather than encrypted mail between individual 
companies — preventing someone accidentally forwarding a mail 
to the wrong person, and making it that much harder to fall victim 
to Claire Swires-style embarrassment. 

As for the technology itself, things get tricky. IRM relies on 
having a ‘trusted’ platform (Windows XP naturally) and a ‘trusted’ 
application (Microsoft Office, of course), along with a trusted user 
(you, probably) to actually access the data. 

In the middle lies the ‘lockbox’. Quite possibly the least-open 
piece of software in the history of all things, this not only uses 
Microsoft's ‘security through obscurity’ method of keeping its 
operation quiet, it’s designed to effectively self-destruct if anyone 
tries running it in a virtual machine, or poking it with a debugger. 
It's technically possible to replicate its function (serving up the right 
keys) but Microsoft isn't saying how that could be implemented 
away from the Windows PC. For any Linux or Mac applications, 
you'll have to set up a full relationship with Microsoft to get the key 
information you need — and this is just the start. We may only have 
Office today, but Palladium-style hardware is coming — and with it, 
a whole new era of ‘trusted’ computing that won't unlock easily. 
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Martin Banks believes 64-bit processing could pave 
the way for servers to revolutionise home computing 


heres an old saying about never believing your own publicity, 

and theres currently some evidence to suggest that this applies to 
companies, as much as celebrities. Intel has been caught out believing 
its own hype about its processor families — and it looks increasingly 
like the company has tripped up as a result. 

The expectation that, by the end of this year, we could expect to 
see new Xeon processors which have extensions capable of handling 
64-bit processing has caused the company to go into full ‘back-track’ 
mode. According to its pre-ordained publicity, Xeon is the 32-bit 
processor for low-end to mid-range server applications, while high- 
end 64-bit processing would be the domain of the Itanium family. 

Then AMD comes along and upsets the well-planned applecart by 
introducing Opteron, a Xeon equivalent that can run both 32-bit and 
64-bit code. “Pah!” says Intel, “who needs that?” and most of the 
worlds server makers reply: “Well, us actually” 

This may seem to just be about the turgid world of corporate 
computing, but | think that would be a mistake. | do wonder if the 
sudden availability of 64-bit capabilities in more mass-market 
processors changes things for personal users too. Arguably, it changes 
things for them far more than for the average business user. 

Why? Well, fun is probably the shortest and most direct answer. 
Entertainment is one of the key reasons people now buy computers, 
and the technical underpinning of that trend is graphics capability. The 
ability to run increasingly high-quality video, especially where the 
image is not Just reproduced, but built and rendered on-the-fly, needs 
two things: high-powered processors and vast amounts of memory. 

These days, the maximum 4GB of memory available with 32-bit 
processors may sound a lot, but its no longer that much, and video 
and high-end graphics consume it rapidly. The 18 billion GB available 
with 64-bit processors is going to be far more useful, especially if 
home computing goes the way | think it will. 

I've written before about my views on next generation personal 
systems — grown-up PDAs. I've also written before about delivery of 
much of the content from central service providers — the ‘electricity/ 
utility’ analogy of content delivery as and when needed. But there is 
still a potential gap in the middle — a sort of buffer zone between the 
service provider and the individual. This is the space for the domestic 
server, a system that could well end up not only storing content locally, 
but also delivering it to individual user systems. 

What businesses now know as applications servers may well soon 
be the lynchpin of the domestic environment, running everything from 
the house Itself to individual video for everyone, and taking in the 
kids’ education projects on the way, all delivered by Wi-Fi. 

And at the moment Id guess that AMD has a far clearer picture of 
such possibilities than Intel. It still doesn't fit the publicity model. 


Do you agree with Martin? Write in and let us know 


ilbox @f k Alternatively, join in our online 
FORUM P £ 
A mien apie discussions at 


http://forum.pcplus.co.uk 
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TECHNOLOGY 


Ultimate PC for the 
throwaway society 


wedish company Cypak has 

started deploying what are quite 
literally throwaway PCs. The units 
feature a paperboard base with the 
electronic elements clipped on — 
they cost in the region of $1. It's not 
the most powerful computer in the 
world by a long shot, restricted to 
just 32KB of memory, but this is more 
than enough for its initial trial 
application — keeping track of 
pharmaceuticals as they wing their 
way around the world. The same 
technology can be attached to 
anything from ID cards to packaging 
to adhesive stickers. The initial test, 











Intelligent Pharmaceutical Packaging, 
works by recording each dose of 
medicine with a time-stamp, lasting 
between two and five years, and 
locking down its collected data with 
128-bit encryption. It can even bleep 
a reminder when it's time to take 
another pill. 

Disposable computing certainly 
has big possibilities in the market, 
and Bill Gates himself has taken a 
trip to Cypak’s facilities to see the 
technology in action. The interesting 
aspect of the technology isn't the 
idea of disposable computers in their 
conventional sense — a 486 that you 
just drop-kick into the bin 
when you're finished with 
it. Instead it's about the 
inherent possiblity of 
computer power being 
built into more and more 
consumer and business 
systems without having to 
pay through the nose, or 
being stuck with a level of 
functionality similar to that 
of singing greetings cards. 


Medicine manager — Cypak’s 
PC attached to packet of pills. 


INTERNET 
The ever-changing 
face of Internet piracy 


he RIAA, still leading the fight 

against peer to peer networks, 
continues its run of mixed luck. Its 
latest setback is a court decision 
preventing it from suing copyright 
infringers in bulk — it must instead 
pursue all cases on a case-by-case 
basis. Its compensation is the 
appearance of a new company 
offering a way of heuristically 
identifying songs (as originally 
pushed towards the end of Napster's 
first incarnation), and with it, a 
whole new argument to use when 
dealing with the powers that be 
over copyright legislation. 

Meanwhile, the MPAA (Motion 
Picture Association of America) has 
been taking a rather more direct 
approach to the problem. Metadata 
in a recent Word document released 
from the Californian Attorney 


General's office revealed that a 
proposed set of new restrictions 

on P2P software, had been written, 
reviewed or edited by a senior vice- 
president of the MPAA. No conflict 
of interest there then. 

Meanwhile, the Fraunhofer 
Institute, owners of the MP3 format 
which has been giving the record 
industry nightmares over the last 
few years, is attempting to wrap 
DRM controls around the easily- 
downloadable files. This is almost 
certainly an attempt to hook into the 
same money streams as Microsoft's 
WMA and Apple's AAC (iTunes), 
albeit very late in the game. With 
MP3's reputation as freely available, 
and Ogg Vorbis and alternative, it's 
going to be an uphill struggle to 
introduce restrictions with so many 
other options already available. 
















asthe ee r 
” eE ea ch a a a e a a 


Look — hands! A not-so-unmanned vehicle tries out the course. 





Military’s robot race fails 
to kick up a desert storm 


Wacky racers: 15 autonomous vehicles battled it 
out in the desert. The winner managed 7.4 miles. 


ifteen autonomous vehicles. A 
hundred and fifty miles of the 
Mojave desert. A million dollars 
to play for. The US Defense 
Advanced Research Projects 
ES Agency is nothing if not ambitious 
— perhaps just a little too much so. 
In practice, none of the contestants got 
anywhere near their Las Vegas destination, 
collapsing in assorted Wacky Races-style heaps. 
According to the official scoreboard, one crashed 
through a fence and stopped working, another flipped 
during its first 90 degree turn, some hit walls in the 
start area and others came to a sticky end on hills. 
The most impressive punch-out came from the Red 
Team, which made it a modest 74 miles... before the 
wheels caught fire. 

While seemingly falling comically short of the target, 
the Grand Challenge was never intended to be a one- 
shot contest — DARPA is planning to keep it running until 
a team proves worthy of the big cash prize. A winning 
entry would mean a huge breakthrough in autonomous 
robotics, for which the military could of course find 
practical applications on the modern battlefield. DARPA 
is good at thinking big, as seen with another recently- 
announced project: attempting to squash symptoms of 
fatigue in soldiers, enabling them to perform for between 
three and five days without the need to sleep. 

While nobody walked away with the Grand Challenge 
prize this time around, the contest was by no means a 
failure — think of it as autonomous vehicles travelling 
seven miles on their own, rather than only completing 
10 per cent of the course, and you've looking at a much 
more impressive feat. It's a fair guess that most of the 
participating teams will be putting in a second 
appearance next time around. 


SECURITY P 
DIY background checks on sale 


A: many an unwary net user soon discovers, it's 

not hard to find personal information online, with old 
USENET postings, Whois records, IP addresses and more 
combining to create a tell-tale trail back to both your 
computer and you. However, this is still a fair distance 
away from the new product by US-based ChoicePoint Inc, 
which enables anybody to perform their own background 
checks. The package costs just $40 (around £22), and is 
available on the shelves of shopping giant Wal-Mart — 
although you do have to provide a business licence to get 
it unlocked. Once this has been done, it taps directly into 
ChoicePoint's central database, with charges ranging from 
$9 for a credit report to $25 for a criminal screening. To 
give an idea of the main database's scale, ChoicePoint 
rakes in roughly $800 million a year. 


Needless to say, privacy watchdogs are less than 
thrilled by the announcement. In particular, they point out 
that there's absolutely no reason that having a business 
licence should give you the right to snoop on anybody 
that you want — especially with the number of people 
who have the licence, but not a business. That said, the 
plan does have its benefits — notably enabling individual 
users to check up on their own standing using the service, 
and attempt to make any necessary changes. It does 
make it easier for people to see what the records have to 
say about them — and making it available in this form 
does go some way to levelling the playing field. Of 
course, there's another way of evening the odds — make 
everyone who wants to buy it undergo a background 
check in advance. That might be interesting... 


SPIRIT GUIDES 
Copenhagen IT University 
is looking to guide its 
students around the 
facilities with a range 

of Al-controlled digital 
agents, known as ‘ghosts’. 
Each will have its own 
personality, and will ‘live’ 
or ‘die’ according to how 
useful people find it, and 
how much development 
it's deemed worthy of. The 
web site (http://delca.itu. 
dk) is short on detail, but 
high on stylistics — with 
introductions to the ghosts 
that the developers plan 
to include in the trial. 


PIN BACK YOUR LUGS 

A new UK radio show, 
specifically for Linux users, 
is available at www. 
lugradio.org. Much like 
the old Geeks In Space 
Slashdot radio show, 

each instalment takes a 
scathing, often coarse, 
look at the past week's 
announcements from the 
world of computers and 
technology, from the BBC's 
handling of the MyDoom 
virus to the joy of vi. 


PENNY BLACK 

Bill Gates has announced 
a revolutionary, never- 
before-heard plan to 
eradicate spam, by forcing 
computers to ‘pay’ a 
computing fee (such as 
solving a puzzle) before 
sending emails, and thus 
making it impractical for 
spammers to send millions 
of messages in one short. 
At least, it would be 
revolutionary if the idea 
wasn't ancient, and 
wouldn't be rendered 
useless by the spammers 
either bolting more power 
to their systems or just 
using zombie boxes to 
send their mail. At least 
he's not suggesting that we 
actually hand over money 
to rid ourselves of spam. 


TRUST THE WEB 

City officials in Aliso Viejo 
were apparently left red- 
faced after one of their 
paralegals encountered a 
site warning about the 
dangers of ‘dihydrogen 
monoxide’ in their 
Styrofoam cups and 
promptly scheduled 
meetings to get rid of the 
chemical threat. Except 
that what the paralegal 
had found was a joke 
site. And dihyrdogen 
monoxide? That's H20 — 
water — to the rest of us. 
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Desktop Diary 


1 ` Y 


Chris Bidmead 


chris.bidmead @futurenet.co.uk 


Chris Bidmead has been using 
and writing about computers 
for more years than he 

cares to remember 


Chris Bidmead ponders whether the mobile phone 
will soon complete the transition from ‘Brick’ to PC 


M first mobile phone, back in 1988, was a Motorola product, aptly 
nicknamed ‘The Brick’ — a leaden oblong of reinforced plastic 
from which a hefty ‘rubber duck’ aerial obtruded. With its rubber duck 
used as a handle, its physical format put it in the category of an 
assault weapon, and | seem to remember it was widely used in this 
auxilliary context by nightclub bouncers. In fact the first time | carried 
my Brick on to a plane it was seized by the airline staff and bundled 
away in a bag marked — | swear this is true — ‘Dangerous Firearm’. 

These memories came flooding back last month at the 3GSM 

Congress in Cannes. The mobile phone has now shrunk to the size of 
jewellery, and a time traveller from the late 1980s probably wouldnt 
even recognise it as the same product. But what he would have 
recognised was the buzz and bustle of the 3GSM Congress itself, 
which has become huge over the past few years. The number of 
GSM subscribers worldwide has just hit the one billion mark, and 
every nook and cranny of Cannes was stuffed with phone vendors, 
component manufacturers, hardware suppliers, software developers, 
spectrum licensees and a whole raft of support infrastructure. 
The main halls in the Palais de Festivals were hardly big enough to 
accommodate the primordial chaos of it all; supplementary events 
were taking place in tents, hotel rooms and commandeered private 
apartments all over town, and on yachts in the Marina! 

Yes, Cannes transported me back to the atmosphere of computer 
conventions at a time when the PC was beginning to establish itself 
as the centre of technical innovation and the key platform for future 
development. In those days it seemed that every bright 18-year-old 
you ran into was CEO of some start-up company or another. And here 
in Cannes it was happening all over again. 

So is the mobile phone the new PC? Rich Templeton, CEO of 
component manufacturers Texas Instruments, is saying that phones 
and their related technologies have “become the most important 
platform in consumer electronics”. Hes betting that this is going to be 
what he calls “the focal point for innovation” over the coming years. 
Desktops and laptops aren't going to go away, but that phone in your 
pocket is where the action is to be found. 

But, according to Intel, you may stop thinking of it as a phone. Very 
large-scale integration of components is pushing forward at a rate that 
promises full PC capability in your pocket by the year 2008. At this point 
the wireless phone facility, along with integrated Bluetooth, Wi-Fi, and 
perhaps several other wireless technologies, will just be part of the 
Standard input-output subsystem, a couple of small chips in the corner 
of a pocket device that will offer just about everything you'll ever need 
from a full-scale computer. 


Do you agree with Chris? Write in and let us know 


©) mailbox@futurenet.co.uk FORUM 
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Alternatively, join in our online 
discussions at 
http://forum.pcplus.co.uk 








| BROADBAND | BAND 


BT puts brakes on 
high-speed Internet 


ow would you like to pay £20 a 

month for your broadband, on 
the proviso that you only get 1GB 
worth of transfer a month? Not that 
great a deal, we think, especially 
when you tot up the actual cost over 
the course of a year, and find you're 
only saving around £60 on the full 
monty. Nevertheless, that's BT's new 
Basic offer, and the first in what will 
no doubt be a long line of attempts 
by companies to scrimp and save 
away their broadband operating 
costs by dropping connection 
speeds down to 256KB/s, slapping 
on increasingly-draconian usage 
limits, and generally trying to hide 
the fact that even 512K is barely 
‘mediumband’ in the great scheme 


of things, and we're constantly in 
danger of being left behind by the 
rest of the world. Again. 

There are some interesting twists 
on their way however. BT is looking 
into a method by which it might be 
possible to temporarily boost your 
connection to a more satisfactory 
2MB connection when you need it — 
using satellite connections, dedicated 
lines and even one plan in which 
tethered airships can offer Wi-Fi 
connections to rural areas — helping 
to ensure that everyone can get 
hooked up to faster-than-56K 
connections, even if they're not as 
fast as we might hope when we run 
across the latest streaming content 
being deployed overseas. 


| EDUCATION p 
Free laptops trial for 


Essex girls (and boys) 


pe County Council is trialling a 
new project in which 200,000 
Centrino-based laptops, and other 
computing equipment, will be 
handed to students over the next 
five years, in the hope of giving 
everybody access to both regular 
computer technology and full 
wireless (as part of the ‘Anytime 
Anywhere Learning’ initiative). The 
plan is for the scheme to be rolled 
out to the entire county, with full 
wireless web access wherever you 
go. Not a bad proposition. 

Current studies claim that pilot 
studies showed results rising by half 
a grade, with more homework 


The machines are Centrino- 
powered, and obviously 
geared for work, not play. 





coming in once it became possible to 
do it on the laptop rather than using 
traditional methods. 

The machines themselves are 
being paid for principally via 
donations, with the intention of 
raising around £5 a week per child, 
according to each family's means. 
Even if the family already has a 
computer system, households with 
more than one child can still benefit 
from the project, as it will enable 
each child to have access to the 
system, rather than having to share. 

This isn't the first such scheme, 
and certainly won't be the last — and 
helping schools to get their pupils 
up and running with 
the latest computer 
equipment can only be a 
good thing, homework 
aside. The effectiveness 
of computers as a 
research tool can act 
as an excellent way of 
levelling the social 
playing field between 
students, giving less- 
advantaged youngsters 
the same chance to 
succeed as everyone else. 
And of course, should 
evil alien invaders ever 
attack, Essex at least 
should be ready. 








News Digest 


Our regular round-up of the latest news and 
developments from the giants of the industry 


AOL www.aol.com 
Trouble for the once-indomitable ISP — broadband and cheap dial-up 

for less regular uses are carving great swathes out of its business. AOL is 

continuing its attempt to move into these markets, with a new launch for 

Netscape Online and a Bring Your Own Access service for people wanting 
to access its content from their existing broadband connection. 


DELL www.dell.com 
Michael Dell has stepped down as CEO of the company that bears his 

name, making way for current President and COO Kevin Rollins to assume 
the throne. Dell himself will be sticking around, as chairman of the board. 


EPSON Www.epson.com 
An interesting approach to design has seen an all-female team designing 
a printer specifically designed to be easy for women to use. We don't 
want to sound patronising here, but it resembles a white plastic handbag 
— right down to having a handle. More relevant technology includes one 
cartridge holding all six colours, and the ability to hook up to cell phones. 


MACROMEDIA www.macromedia.com 
Looking for a reason to leave Windows? Macromedia is pondering official 


support for Linux-based systems, starting by preparing its software for 
use under the WINE not-emulator, and if this proves successful, perhaps 
releasing native versions of future releases. 


EPSON www.epson.com 
They're creepy and they're kooky, but not mysterious or spooky. They're 
the Epson Family — the most mundane, normal family in Britain — and 
you can watch their non-adventures at www.the-epson-family.co.uk. 
Thrill! As they do normal things. Excite! At their everyday lives. Buy! 
Replacement ink cartridges at incredible expense. It’s all go! 


HEWLETT PACKARD www.hp.com 
Expanding its inkjet recycling program, HP customers will now be able to 
return cartridges for environmentally-friendly collection. Pre-paid envelopes 
are to be provided with two types of cartridge — the HP No.56 black and 
No.57 tri-colour — with others available to order online. 


LINDOWS www.lindows.com 
Good and bad news for Lindows.com, as Microsoft campaigns for it to 

be charged up to 100,000 euros a day while its controversially-named 
operating system's web site is accessible to Dutch, Belgian and Luxembourg 
citizens. More encouraging is the company's success with the BitTorrent 
method of P2P distribution, which everyone else can take advantage of 

to get the Lindows0OS Linux distribution for half price. That said... 


MICROSOFT WWww.microsoft.com 


...Microsoft itself is facing even more serious EU sanctions, in the shape 

of a planned order to have Media Player stripped out of default Windows 
installations, and a fine of 200 million euros for anticompetitive practices. 
A drop in the ocean, certainly, but a major setback for the company’s 
online distribution plans, unless the EU states change their tune in appeal. 


EUROPEAN UNION http://europa.eu.int 
A new anti-sharing law is being drawn up which would make it possible 
for large copyright holders to kick-start proceedings to seize infringers’ 
assets and bank accounts, confiscate ISP equipment on suspicion of 
wrongdoing and more. 





Legal matters 





Roger Gann © 
roger.gann @futurenet.co.uk 


After first qualifying as a 
solicitor, Roger got suckered 
into the dark world of 
computer journalism, and | ~ 

is now combining both of ` 
these skills for your delight 


The growth of online pharmacies highlights the legal 
difficulties surrounding e-commerce, says Roger Gann 


he Consumers’ Association continues to sound alarm bells over the 

scandal of online pharmacies — e-commerce sites that let Internet 
users freely buy prescription drugs, the kind you cant normally obtain 
over the counter’ from your local pharmacy. You name tt, its available: 
the male impotence pill Viagra, the anti-depressant Xanax, the 
Sleeping pill Ambien and scores more. A quick search on Google 
reveals countless sites offering unlimited supplies of drugs without a 
genuine prescription, but few providing customers with adequate 
information to enable them to take such medicines safely. 

A recent survey by the UKs National Audit Office suggested that as 
many as 600,000 Britons have bought prescription medicines over the 
Internet. In the UK, the Medicines Control Act governs the dispensing 
of prescription medicines — anyone found guilty of selling such drugs 
can face an unlimited fine and up to two years in prison. So far, there 
have been just three successful prosecutions against people running 
UK-based illegal online pharmacies, and the UK's Medicines and 
Healthcare products Regulatory Agency has shut down seven web 
Sites over the past few years. But with illegal sites opening and closing 
like lift doors, its virtually impossible to police them properly. 

Naturally this problem isn't confined to the UK. It has reached 
epidemic status in the US, which doesnt benefit from subsidised NHS 
prescriptions. The fact that its illegal there hasn't stopped sneaky 
imports from Canadian and overseas web sites. And therein lies the 
nub of the problem: the Internet knows no territorial bounds. The well- 
publicised problems copyright holders have in enforcing their rights 
against blatant piracy neatly encapsulate the legal problems posed by 
e-commerce. The fact that many online pharmacies are hosted by 
ISPs based overseas means the UK authorities have no power to act. 
Different national laws and regulations mean that drugs which are 
‘prescription-only’ here might be ‘over the counter’ elsewhere. 

Years of negotiations have failed to establish an international legal 
framework to protect the rights of buyers or sellers on the Internet and 
to prevent unauthorised copying of digital products. The proposed 
Hague Convention on International Jurisdiction and Foreign Judgments 
in Civil and Commercial Matters is a treaty that would assure people 
that if they win a judgment in one country, It will be recognised and 
enforced in other countries. Delegates from over 60 countries have 
been working on an e-commerce treaty which would make rulings of 
a court in one country enforceable in all the signatory countries. 

But, even if its possible to enforce judgements against sites based 
in ‘well-behaved’ countries, what happens if an online pharmacy site 
is hosted in a rogue country, where law and order is lax? Maybe 
theres a case for creating a specific legal jurisdiction for cyberspace, 
although such a jurisdiction would surely be an anachronism in a 
borderless world where time and distance have little meaning. 


Got a question for Roger? Write in and let us know 
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Eastern Eye 


J. Mark Lytle 


Mark lives in Tokyo to be 
closer to the love of his life - 
sushi. To pay the seafood 
bills, he covers technology 
and related issues for clients 
from the Guardian to Wired 


J. Mark Lytle casts his eye over the latest innovations 
from the land of the rising spec and falling dimensions 


Mitsubishi 

Reversible LCD 

Remember where you heard about 
it first; Mitsubishis dual-sided LCD 
is Sure to become as ubiquitous as 
the cellphone it's set to end up in. 
The appeal of a single screen that 
can pump out images on either side simultaneously is obvious — 
thinner clamshell-type mobiles, a whole new take on PDAs and 

the possibility of even more ways to share dull presentations. The 
company claims the screen is about ready to make its debut in a 
real-world product, and that it costs a third less to make one of 
these than to produce two screens, such as in a phones main and 
sub displays — and cost is always a driving force behind innovation. 





Panasonic Lumix DMC-LC1 
JPY150,000 (around £790) 
Panasonic has steadily been 
winning friends in the imaging 
press thanks to its excellent Lumix 
consumer digital cameras. This 
latest addition to the range shifts 
the focus slightly upwards, and closer to the professional market. 
Five megapixels might not seem like a great deal for the thick end of 
£800, but the degree of manual control more than compensates for 
any perceived weakness. Film-camera standards, including zoom 
(optically, up to 3.2x), aperture and focus rings, combine effectively 
with a shutter-speed dial and F2.0-24 Leica optics. Panasonic's 
trademark Venus Engine image processor and anti-vibration 
technology are also present and correct. 





Vodafone VC701SI 3G datacard 
JPY15,000 (around £80) 

Vodafones first attempt at a 3G 
datacard looks set to pick up some 
of the slack left by 3G-leader NTT 
DoCoMos weak marketing efforts. 
Wireless downloads at up to 
384kb/s are clearly of interest to all, not just the corporate market 
DoCoMo has had in its sights. If sales of 2G PHS datacards on the 
old networks are anything to go by, Vodafone could have a monster 
hit on its hands, if the pricing plans appeal widely enough. Japanese 
shoppers can start surfing for the equivalent of around £25 a month 
for a fixed amount of data, sufficient for plenty of emails and a spot 
of light surfing. Unmetered access is surely not far behind. 





Seen an amazing piece of new technology? Tell us about it 


; ; 7 Alternatively, join in our online 
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PREVIEW 


Sony SDM-HS73P 





A 17in LCD with a spec that image enthusiasts dream of 





Sony's SDM-HS73P boasts 400cd/m’ brightness and a maximum contrast ratio 
of 500:1, for ‘vibrant, lifelike colour and increased brightness’. 


ye can always rely on Sony to 
populate the high end of any 
market. This time around, it's 
attempting to bring a new level of 
quality to monitors, with its ultra 
bright technology. According to the 
electronics giant, this improvement 
to the standard TFT/LCD system will 
give its screens more vibrant colour, 
as well as improved brightness and 
contrast. Of course, Sony would say 
that, but it does have some facts 
and figures to back up the claim. 

The first display to feature this 
technology is the SDM-HS73P A 17in 
model. This screen boasts a set of 
specifications that puts most rivals 
to shame. 400cd/m’ brightness, a 
maximum contrast ratio of 500:1 and 
viewing angles of 160 degrees in 
both horizontal and vertical planes 
are the kind of things that image 
enthusiasts dream about. It’s not just 
Static pictures that impress, either; 
the response time is an impressive 
16ms. Naturally, seeing as it’s a 
Sony design, the SDM-HS/73P is 
also aesthetically pleasing. 

The key to the ultra bright system 
is a combination of glare and 
reflection reduction. Most LCD panels 
use a light-diffusing layer in front of 
the screen to reduce glare. However, 


the scattering effect of this coating 
can cause black areas to look 
washed out, or lead to brighter 
images losing depth and vibrancy. 
Sony's system uses a glare filter 
and anti-reflection layer that has no 
diffusing effect on the light passing 
through it — and thus, according to 
Sony, it has no negative impact on 
image quality. 

Caroline Duffy, Sony's display 
Product Manager, said: “Tasks like 
working with digital still images 
require rigorously faithful 
reproduction of the original image, 
and the SDM-HS/3P is specifically 
designed to meet this sort of 
challenge. It delivers vibrant, lifelike 
colour and increased brightness and 
contrast relative to ordinary LCDs.” 

The SDM-HS73P will be available 
shortly, with an RRP of £382 
excluding VAT. With Sony already 
leading the way in terms of LCD 
displays (see our Lab Test beginning 
on page 82), it's going to be 
extremely interesting to see what 
improvements the new technology 
brings. Look out for a full review in 
next month's PC Plus. 

For more information on the 
SDM-HS73P and the rest of Sony's 
range, visit www.sony.co.uk. 


| TECHNOLOGY M 
The computer that 





really is a desktop 


here's nothing revolutionary 

about the idea of a desktop 
computer. What is innovative, 
however, is the concept of a 
desktop-computer — and that 
hyphen is all important. Working 
with Pelham Sloane, famed for its 
innovative PC designs, a company 
named Folio has come up with an 
appliance that brings together the 
worlds of furniture and computing. 
At first sight, it looks like an ordinary 
desk. Fold up the top cover, though, 
and you find that a fully-working 
system lurks inside. 

The COMPlete desk, to use its 
correct name, uses Pelham Sloane's 
PS1500 ‘all-in-one’ system as its 
base. This machine houses all of the 
PC's innards, including the processor, 
hard drive and an optical drive, 
inside the monitor, doing away with 
the need for a tower. Within the 
context of the desk, this means that 


only the screen, the keyboard and 
the mouse need to be folded away. 
Customers can configure the PC's 
components to suit their own needs 
and price point. 

Folio’s furniture-based option 
can be made in a variety of finishes, 
to suit the decor in any home or 
office environment. For more 
information on either the PS1500 
or the COMPlete Desk, visit 
www.pelhamsloane.com. 





It’s not quite a desk, and not quite a 
computer — it’s Folio’s COMPlete desk. 


FIRST LOOKS 








Linksys WTR54GS 


www.linksys.com 

For months we've been criticising 
‘super-charged’ 802.119 Wi-Fi products 
for not being compatible with universal 
standards. Finally, Linksys has come 
up with an improved range that still 
works with ‘normal’ 11g and 11b kit. 
The WTR54GS is this range’s router. 














Sony Z1XSP 

WWW-sony.co.uk 

Sony's latest VAIO notebook is just as 
desirable as its predecessors, but updated 
to feature cutting-edge quality. Get ready 
for 802.11b/g wireless functionality, a 
super-slim DVD/RW drive and innovative 
battery-saving technology, all in a device 
weighing just 2.1kg. 





Casio EX-P600 

www.casio.co.uk 

Casio doesn't make as many cameras as 
some manufacturers, but when it does 
release one, it tends to be impressive. 
With six megapixels on offer, and a price 
of around £500, Casio is hoping that the 
EX-P600 will prove to be a desirable 
option in the middle market. 





HP Deskjet 9670 

www.hp.co.uk 

HP’s Deskjet 9600 range brings its 
6-colour photo printing system up to 
A3 size, which, according to HP should 
suit anyone who needs to produce 
professional projects digitally. The 9670 
also features a duplex accessory, for 
double-sided printing. 


This Series 


A Lie 20 uns 



































4 INTERMEDIATE 
Easier in practice than 
in theory! 


Visual Studio .NET, 
C#Builder or another C# 
development tool, the 
MS C# compiler, the 
NET 1.1 framework. 


All the files you need 


] to complete this 


Masterclass are on 
this months SuperDisc, 
in the Programmers’ 
World section 





Ce 


Part Three 


An examination 
of memory 
management and 
garbage collection 





The .NET garbage collector makes light work of one of the heaviest 
tasks in programming. Huw Collingbourne explains how to use it 


n the previous parts of this series we looked 
at two of .NET’s features, attributes and 
delegates, which can be accessed from 

your own code. In this concluding part, we look at 
something that’s happening all the time in the 
background, whether you want it to or not — garbage 
collection. As this process is automatic and largely 
invisible, you may think that there's nothing much to 
say about it. In fact, there's more to garbage collection 
than meets the eye. 


Whole generations of programmers have grown up with 

the expectation that they'll have to allocate and de-allocate 
chunks of memory when they want to create and destroy 
objects or manipulate data using pointers. Memory 
management can be one of the most time-consuming and 
error-prone of all programming tasks. It's time-consuming 
due to the fact that its up to the programmer to check that 
the right amount of memory is allocated, and subsequently 
reclaimed when no longer required. When manipulating 
complex data structures such as trees, or networks of 
interdependent objects, this can be a complicated business. 
And that explains why its also error-prone. When a branch of 
the tree is no longer needed, the programmer must ensure 
that each chunk of memory that's used by the objects (and 
all the objects they contain or point to) on the current branch 
and all its descendants is individually de-allocated. Failure to 
do this will cause ‘memory leaks’ whereby unused blocks of 
memory become unavailable for subsequent use. Worse still, 
the incorrect use of pointers — for example, if you try to read 
data from the wrong piece of memory or write data over a 
piece of memory that already contains some other data — 
can corrupt or crash your applications. 


Total Memory: 310052 bytes 
Total Memory: 318244 bytes 
Total Memory: 318244 bytes 
Total Memory: 318244 bytes 


buton? | 





The garbage collector class, GC, provides the method 


GetTotalMemory() for examining allocated memory. Our Test 
solution shows how this varies due to garbage collection. 
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When you program in C#, you normally don't need to 
concern yourself about memory management. Once an 
object ceases to be referenced in your program, the NET 
‘garbage collector’ automatically reclaims its memory. 

This is true even for objects that form part of some highly- 
linked data structure. Since NET does away with pointers, 
you may need never again have to worry about the 
accidental memory leaks and program crashes caused 

by incorrect memory management and pointer operations. 
In this respect, its similar to Java, which also does away 
with pointers and provides garbage collection. Unlike Java, 
however, C# gives you the option of using pointers if you 
really need to — for example, when calling Win32 API 
functions (see last months explanation of ‘unsafe’ 
programming). It also gives you the option to explicitly 
deallocate memory when your code needs to do this at 

a specific moment. 


E Garbage collection fundamentals You might 
be wondering how the garbage collector knows when its 
appropriate to destroy a particular object. We saw earlier 
that the garbage collector reclaims the memory for an 
object when that object ‘ceases to be referenced’. But 
what exactly does this mean? Well, it all depends on 
what type of object were talking about, and what its 
scope Is. If its a file that you've opened, then it may 
cease to be referenced when the file is closed. If it's a 
user-defined object which is declared inside your main 
Forms class, and is created when your application first 
runs, then it may not cease to be referenced until the 
application terminates, and the Form itself is destroyed. 
On the other hand, if the object is created inside a single 
method, it may cease to be referenced when your code 
execution passes outside the scope of that method. 

From the programmers point of view, you can assume 
that an object which you create and which remains in 
scope will not be garbage collected. You can't, however, 
make an assumption about precisely when an object will 
be garbage collected. It's up to the garbage collector to go 
into operation as and when it sees fit. 

As with just about everything else in NET, the garbage 
collector is a class. It's called GC, and it resides in the 
System.Object namespace. It is, in principle, possible to 
force the garbage collector to operate at a specific moment 
by invoking its Collect() method like this: 


GC.Collect (); 


You might, for example, decide to force garbage collection 
prior to allocating a huge amount of memory, in order 

to ensure that any screen updates are uninterrupted by 
an automatic garbage collection. However, unless you 
have a very good reason for doing so, its not usually 
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The Microsoft help system includes demo projects that illustrate 
how to use garbage collection. Here we've built a console 
application, which shows how to use the KeepAlive() method. 


necessary to take control of the garbage collector in 


this way. 


CH 





This message pops up when a locally declared object is 
destroyed through garbage collection. You can force this to 
happen at a specific time, or wait for it to happen automatically. 


function is supplied by the imported DLL, and declared 


as external towards the top of this code unit, while 
HandlerRoutine() is declared as a delegate for 


E Keeping objects alive The garbage collector also 
provides a KeepAlive() method that prevents an object 
from being garbage collected. In a pure NET application 
you would be unlikely to need to use this. However, there 
are some occasions, such as when youre interacting with 
Win32 APIs and DLLs, when you may need to prevent 
an object from being collected. For an example of this, 
load up the KeepAlivelest.sin solution. This contains 
a Microsoft sample project, which illustrates a way 
of accessing the Kernel32 DLL and handling keyboard 
events such as CONTROL-C. 

Note that the Main() method calls HandlerRoutine() 
and SetConsoleCtrlHandler(). The SetConsoleCtrlHandler() 


SetConsoleCtrlHandler(). The important thing to note here 
is that, having created the HandlerRoutine object, hr, it's 
not specifically used in the code. The garbage collector 
might destroy the object at any time, were it not for the 
fact that its specifically kept alive: 


GC.KeepAlive (hr) ; 


The GC class can also be used to provide information on 
memory. For an example of this, load our Test.sin solution. 
Both buttonl and button2 contain code that repeatedly calls 
the GC.GetlotalMemory() method in order to obtain the 
number of bytes currently allocated in managed memory. 


Programming .NET Windows Applications 


If you're getting serious about standalone application development, this is the book for you 


There's now such a glut of fat volumes 
devoted to programming .NET that it’s 
increasingly difficult to tell the wheat 
from the chaff. For a book of around 
1,200 pages, ‘Programming .NET 
Windows Applications’ is remarkably 
low on chaff. Indeed, if you want to go 
beyond the basics of standalone 
application development with .NET, this 
is one of the best books on the market. 
I personally find it more useful even 
than Petzold’s much admired 
‘Programming Microsoft Windows With 
C#". Indeed, if | were to choose just two 
-NET books, this would be one of them, 
and Jeff Prosise’s ‘Programming 
Microsoft .NET’ would be the other. 


While the book starts gently with a 
guide to simple program development, 
it's not really aimed at new 
programmers. It's generally assumed 
that the reader will have at least a basic 
knowledge of programming in C# or 
Visual Basic .NET, and examples are 
given in both those languages. The book 
is clearly laid out, with illustrations 
when necessary and lots of useful 
hints and tips. 

Extensive coverage is given to the 
standard components provided by .NET, 
such as rich text boxes, treeviews, list 
controls, date-time controls and menus. 
There are also sections devoted to 
ADO.NET for database development and 


exception handling and debugging. 
The text is lucid and there are 
numerous, quite substantial projects. 
There's no CD with the book, but the 
code can be down loaded from 
examples.oreilly. com/pnetwinaps/. 
You should be aware of the fact that, 
in common with the Petzold book 
mentioned above, ‘Programming .NET 
Windows Applications’ is devoted 
entirely to developing standalone PC- 
based programs using Windows Forms 
rather than web applications. Moreover, 
while it's bilingual throughout, with 
examples given in both C* and VB, it 
pretty much ignores other .NET 
languages such as J*, Delphi and C++. E 











We sometimes talk about 
‘managed’ code in .NET. By this 
we mean code that’s executed 
by the .NET CLR (Common 
Language Runtime), which 
contrasts with the ‘unmanaged’ 
code and executes as native 
machine code. Managed code 
implements garbage collection, 
whereas unmanaged code (for 
example, in Win32 DLLs) 
doesn’t. The syntax of the C# 
destructor methods which we 
describe in the body of this 
month's Masterclass is actually 
a shorthand way of calling the 
Finalize() method of .NET 
objects. The garbage collector 
maintains a count of the 
objects in existence and it 
decrements this count when 
each object's Finalize() method 
executes. The Finalize() method 
is protected and you can't 

call or override it. Instead, 

you should use a destructor 
that places a tilde before the 
class name. 
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In certain special cases, you 
may want to fix an object at a 
particular location in memory 
so that you can be sure that 
any pointers that reference its 
address will continue to be 
able to access the object. The 
trouble is that the garbage 
collector is free to move 
objects around in memory. To 
get around this problem, you 
may opt to ‘pin’ objects at an 
address using the __ pin 
keyword. While this is a fairly 
arcane subject, if you're really 
interested in pinning, you 

can learn more in this month's 
Visual Basic Masterclass. 


In next month's Masterclass 
we'll be starting a new 
series that will explore 

yet more features of C# 

and the .NET framework. 


ivate void useThing (|) 


Thing t = new Thing ("my use 


Once you've declared a 
property, such as Name 
here, it appears in the VS 
-NET IntelliSense list for 
objects of that type. 





Note, however, that this method takes a Boolean argument. 
In button2, this argument is true and in button! it’s false. 
When true, the method waits for garbage collection to be 
done before returning the number of bytes, when false it 
returns the bytes prior to garbage collection. As you'll see, 
garbage collection affects the number of bytes returned 

on each call of the method. 


E Declaring destructors In languages such as C++ 
and Delphi 7 the programmer is obliged to write destructor 
methods to clean up any allocated resources, and perform 
other clean-up actions when an object is destroyed. While 
this isnt an obligation in C#, there may be times when you 
want to be able to perform specific actions when objects are 
destroyed. You can do this by writing your own destructors. 
In C# a destructor has the same name as the class but is 
preceded by a tilde (~) character. In our Test.sIn solution, 
the Thing object has a destructor named ~Thing(). This 

is its Implementation: 


~Thing () 
{ 


MessageBox.Show(“Finalize: “ + name ); 


} 


All this does is display the name of the object which is 
being destroyed. This gives us an easy way of seeing when 
the destructor of each individual Thing object is executed. 
We've created two Thing objects in this unit. One of these 
is local to the useThing() method, which is called when 
buttons Is clicked. Having been created, the object is no 
longer referenced, and is available for garbage collection. 
The +other object, which we've called formthing, is initialised 
by Forml_Load() and is within the scope of the Forml class. 
Although we never use it in our code, its within the current 
scope (Forml) of the executing application, and so it must 


Beginner's guide to C* 








A Reflector decompilation won't actually 
show you the original source code, but 
it often produces a pretty close copy. 
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The object named ‘formthing’ is scoped within the form class 
and is kept alive for as long as the form exists. Here we're 
closing the form, so the object’s destructor is called automatically. 


remain available for use, and can't be garbage collected. 

To appreciate the difference between the two Thing 
objects, run the program and click buttons to create the 
locally-scoped object in useThing(). Now click button4 to 
execute the garbage collector using GC. Collect(). The 
locally-scoped object in useThing() will be garbage collected, 
causing its destructor to execute so that a message appears. 
The formthing object is not garbage collected, however. 

Click button3 to create a local Thing object again. Now press 
buttonl. This again causes garbage collection due to the 
fact that the argument to GC.GetTotalMemory() is true. When 
were not explicitly invoking the garbage collector, on the 
other hand, we can't predict precisely when the objects 

will be destroyed. You will see, however, that when the 
application is closed, all objects — no matter what their 
scope — are destroyed. PCP 


If you've never written a class in C*, just follow our two-minute guide 


In this concluding part of our brief { 

introduction to C*, we'll summarise return name; 

the syntax for declaring classes and } 

properties. Here's an example of set 

a definition of a user-coded class { 

named Thing: _name = value; 
public class Thing - 
{ } 


private string name; 
public Thing(string aName) 


keyword ‘private’. When creating an 
object using the new keyword, we must 
call the class's constructor method 
which has the same name as the class 
itself, here Thing(), and may initialise 
fields from arguments passed to it. A 
Thing object might be created like this: 


Thing t = new Thing(“Some 
thing”) ; 


Here, the visibility of the Thing class is 


{ specified with the keyword ‘public’. This To access the private string variable, we 
a makes the class widely visible to other declare a property called Name using 
} code. Other keywords may restrict the get and set keywords. The get part 


public string Name 


access to the class. This class has an 


returns the value of the _name field and 
the set part assigns to _name the value 


{ internal string variable, _name, and this 


get is hidden from calling code by the passed to the Name property. E 
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A .NET compatible C++ 
development system. 
(E.g. Microsoft VS.NET) 


All the files you need 
to complete this 
Masterclass are on 


this months SuperDisc, 
in the Programmers’ 
World section 


They don’t make ‘em like this 
any more - thank goodness! By 
today’s standards, Windows 1 
was hopelessly primitive, 

but DLLs were a clever and 
innovative piece of technology. 


Microsoft Windows 
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Microsoft Windows 


C++ 


Part Four 
Working with 
assemblies 





Dave Jewell continues his masterclass mission with a guide 
to what's bad about DLLs, and what makes assemblies better 


his month, our .NET system-level 
programming series focuses on assemblies, 
one of the core programming concepts in 
-NET. Assemblies are as important to .NET as DLLs are 
in conventional Windows programming, and only a 
solid understanding of assemblies will enable you to 
get the most from .NET. This month, we explain what's 
special about assemblies, and the unique advantages 
they offer when compared to DLLs. We'll also look at 
other related concepts, such as the GAC (Global 
Assembly Cache) and versioning. 





When Microsoft created Windows 1, it was forced to work 
within the constraints of 640KB of RAM. At the time, on the 
Apple Mac, the operating system was rather rashly burned 
into ROM, which meant it didn't eat any precious RAM. This 
was just as well, since early Macs had even less memory 
available than DOS. Clearly, it didn’t make sense for Microsoft 
to statically link the entire operating system into each running 
program, since this would have lead to a huge amount of 
duplicated code in memory. So, what to do? 

The solution they came up with was both radical and 
innovative: the Dynamic Link Library. DLLs enable multiple 
programs to run independently of one another, while 
sharing code, thus maximising the amount of available RAM. 
Although this is much less of an issue with today’s hardware, 
it clearly makes sense to physically separate application 
code from that of the operating system. For the time, DLLs 
were a huge step forward. 

Having said that, they werent perfect. There are tons 
of utilities around that will give you the names of all the 
exported routines, but that's obviously not enough; you can't 
use a DLL unless you know what routines it contains, the 
number and type of arguments for each routine, and so on. 
In other words, DLLs are not self-describing. Worse, ‘DLL Hell’ 
came home to roost when Microsoft started changing core 
DLLs such as COMCTL32.DLL. This introduced bugs which 
caused previously-okay applications to start falling over. 
Versioning issues were a weakness too. Microsoft went 
some way towards sorting this out through the increased 
use of COM. But COM objects need to be centrally registered 
in the system registry, which 
makes deployment more difficult. 
These problems get worse when 
youre using COM components 
m on a network. 
yrd NET Assemblies represent 
Microsoft's solution to these 
problems. In the words of the 
NET platform documentation, 
an assembly is a reusable, 
versionable, and self-describing 
building block of a common 
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language runtime application. You'll remember last month 
we discussed .NET's reflection capabilities; this is the stuff 
that enables one code module to see the classes, methods, 
and so on contained in another. This is how an assembly is 
self-describing — by virtue of the NET metadata it contains. 


E Creating an assembly In NET programming, it's 
impossible to do anything without creating an assembly! 

Up until now, I've talked about assemblies as being broadly 
equivalent to DLLs. This is true, but its important to point 
out that even your applications EXE file is itself an assembly. 
When you create a new class library in VS.NET, it's an 
assembly. When you create a library of WinForms controls, 
its an assembly. When you create a new app — yes, you've 
guessed — its an assembly. 

Remember the ReflectorDemo program we developed 
last month? Lets add some more code to the program, so as 
to further our investigation of assemblies. You'll remember 
that we looked at a couple of static methods of the Assembly 
class. One was called GetCallingAssembly, and the other was 
called GetExecutingAssembly. The former returned an instance 
of the assembly which was calling the current code (useful in 
figuring out who has called an event handler) and the latter 
returned an instance of the assembly corresponding to the 
currently-executing code. Theres another static method in this 
little family — GetEntryAssembly. This returns the assembly 
that corresponds to the process executable itself, Much of 
the time, if youre developing a straight NET application, 
GetEntryAssembly and GetExecutingAssembly will return 
the same value. However, if you create code and place it 
into an assembly, GetExecutingAssembly will reference your 
new assembly, whereas GetEntryAssembly will still ‘point’ at 
your root executable. 


E Retrieving root executable information Why 
might this be useful? Well, lets imagine that you want to 
create an About box dialog that looks consistent across all 
the applications in your product range. The most obvious 
way of doing this is to code the About box in an assembly 
which is referenced from your application. | stress here 
(and elsewhere!) that this doesn’t mean you should put 
the assembly in the GAC; make a local copy of it for each 
application. By putting the common dialog code into the 
assembly, all the apps will have a consistent appearance. 
But wait — if the dialog code is in the assembly, how 
does it pick up details such as program title, version number 
and so forth? One way of doing this would be to pass 
arguments to a hypothetical ShowAboutBox routine. 
However, that's needlessly cumbersome. A smarter approach 
is to use the GetEntryAssembly routine to retrieve information 
on the application executable. As we saw last time, the 
FullName property of the Assembly class can be used to 
retrieve the name of the assembly, together with versioning 
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Suppose you want to display an About box which shows title, 
version number, and other information for your application; 
you can retrieve this information via GetEntryAssembly. 


C++ 
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Once you've retrieved the full name of an assembly from the 
GetEntryAssembly routine, splitting it up into its component 
fields is easy, using String::Split. 


information. Incidentally, if you want to break the FullName 


property down into individual fields, one of the simplest 


approaches is to use the built-in String::Split method like this: 


Char chil = { `x? }; 
Assembly * ThisAssembly = 
Assembly: :GetEntryAssembly () ; 
String * s [] = ThisAssembly 
>FullName->Split (ch); 


In this code fragment, we create a delimiter array consisting 
of only one entry, the comma character. This is because the 
individual fields of the FullName property are separated by 

commas. The Split function then steps through the supplied 


for (int idx = 0; 


them into a list-box in the usual way, like this: 


idx < s->Count; idx++) 


FieldList->Items->Add (s [idx] ->Trim() ) ; 


Notice the use of the Trim routine to remove leading and 
trailing spaces from each field. This is important, because 
the fields are actually stored with each comma delimiter, 
immediately followed by a space. After the call to Split, 
this space forms the first character of the second and 


string, looking for the specified delimiter/s. Each time one is 


found, it interprets this as a boundary between one field and 
the next. Once we've got the array of fields, we can plug 


Private versus shared assemblies 


Simplifying application deployment and installation issues 


One of the cool things about .NET 
assemblies is that they're very easy 
to use and deploy. Suppose you've 
purchased a third-party library of 
WinForms components, contained in 
an assembly that's separate from your 
application code. When deploying your 
program, the simplest option is to just 
install the component assembly into the 
same directory as your app. It will be 
found automatically by the .NET runtime 
— no registry set-up or other magic is 
required. This is referred to as a private 
assembly, for obvious reasons. 

If you create several different 
applications, and sell them each as 
distinct products, you can use the same 


technique in each case. This might 
mean that an enthusiastic customer 
(who buys all five of your applications!) 
ends up with five different copies of 
that same third-party assembly in five 
different directories, but so what? In 
these days of cheap, multi-gigabyte 
hard drives, do a couple of extra 
megabytes really matter? And there's 
the additional benefit that each 
application is completely independent, 
and can be uninstalled without 
screwing up the rest. Finally, if your 
third-party component vendor happens 
to bring out a new release of their 
software, each of your apps will 
continue to ‘see’ the version of the 


subsequent fields. Note that its possible to assign the 
result of the Split function directly to the list-box's 
DataSource property (see this months Passing Shot) but 
if you do, those leading spaces will still be present. 


B Interpreting the public key token field You'll 
notice that the public key token field returned from the 


assembly that's right for them. 

Despite all these benefits, there are 
circumstances in which you might want 
to create an assembly that's available 
to any .NET program on your PC. If 
you're an application developer, you'll 
generally want to keep your assemblies 
private. But, if you're a component 
developer, you'll want to make your 
assemblies shared, so that (for example) 
a VS.NET user can create a new project, 
and start using your components, 
regardless of where his new project 
might be located. Creating a shared 
assembly is discussed in detail on the 
next page, under the heading ‘The 
Global Assembly Cache’. m 








If you're coming to the .NET 
frameworks from a Delphi or 
C++ Builder background, watch 
your step — there are many 
pitfalls for the unwary. Part 
of the problem is that the 
VCL libraries which form 
the backbone of Delphi and 
C++ Builder contain a set of 
properties with similar names 
to those in the .NET framework 
classes. Often a similarly-named 
property does exactly the same 
job. Occasionally, however, it 
behaves completely differently. 
Take the DataSource property. 
Seasoned Delphi developers 
will know that many of the VCL 
library's data-aware controls 
use this property to connect to 
a dataset. You'd imagine that, 
under .NET, the identically- 
named property exported by 
ListBox would do the same job. 
True, but it does more besides! 
You could use the list-box’'s 
DataSource property to ‘connect’ 
it directly to the output of the 
String::Split routine mentioned 
elsewhere. This is because 
ListBox assumes the referenced 
object will implement the IList 
interface. And yes, IList is 
implemented by both the Array 
class and by the DataSet class. 
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If you want to create drop-in 
reusable .NET components, such 
as the Calc Edit control shown 
here (part of Developer Express’ 
XtraBars product) you'll need to 
create a shared assembly. 
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If you want to experiment 
further with the GAC, you can 
find a useful little Windows 
Explorer extension at the 
www.devx.com web site. 
This adds a number of right- 
click context menu items to 
Explorer. Some of these 
options are relevant to 

-NET, while others let you 
register/unregister COM DLLs 
in the traditional way, via a 
call to regsvr32. The most 
useful option is a menu item 
for instantly registering a 
clicked-on .NET assembly 

in the GAC. You can find the 
necessary downloadable ZIP 
file at www.devx.com/vb2the 
max /CodeDownload/19801. 


In .NET, AppDomains gives you 
the ability to run several 
distinct applications within the 
same process, yet maintain a 
high degree of ‘insulation’ 
between them. Sounds 
interesting? See you then! 





A dedicated shell extension 


makes it easy for Windows 
Explorer to display a sanitised 
view of the GAC. You can add 
a shared assembly to the GAC 
simply by using drag-and-drop. 


C++ 


call to GetEntryAssembly is null. Thats because were 
referencing the assembly corresponding to our own private 
process executable. The same would apply if we were 
referencing any other private assembly. However, if we 

were to access a shared assembly, then wed see a non-null 
value for the public key token. Thats because, as mentioned 
elsewhere, shared assemblies in the GAC have to be given 
a strong name, and this necessitates a public key value. 

This might tempt you to believe that examining the 
public key token field is a good way to figure out whether 
or not a particular assembly was loaded from the GAC; if 
its null, then the assembly didn't come from the GAC, if 
its non-null, then it did. That technique will work (probably!), 
but a more reliable technique Is to call the boolean 
GlobalAssemblyCache property; true for a GAC assembly, 
false otherwise. 

Another interesting method of the Assembly class is 
GetManifestResourceNames. This returns an array of strings, 
one for each of the resources found in the bitmap. If we go 
back to using GetCallingAssembly, this points us back at 
System.Windows.Forms, enabling us to retrieve the names of 
all the resources in this assembly. You'll see names such as: 


System.Windows.Forms.PictureBox.bmp 
System.Windows.Forms.Panel.bmp 


These are the bitmap resources which are used by the .NET 
class libraries to display individual component icons in 
VS.NET’ Toolbox window. Other resource types appear as 
Cursors, or Sometimes as a resource with the extension 
‘resources’. These last types correspond to a form resource 
back in the world of Delphi, C++ Builder and the VCL. 

Is it possible to ‘get at’ all these interesting resources? 
As a matter of fact, it is. Back in Wins2-land, the developer 
has to mess with a baroque API, which fusses about with 
resource types and — within each possible type — the ID of 


The Global Assembly Cache 








The SN.EXE (Strong Name) utility forms 

part of the .NET SDK. It can be used to 

generate strong names, and associate 
a them with a particular NET assembly. 
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Resource access under .NET is much simpler than is the 
case with Win32. This is something that we'll be looking 
at in more detail next month. 


each individual resource. Fortunately, life is easier for the 
NET developer. Once you've determined that a specific 
resource is present (via a call to the aforementioned 
GetManifestResourceNames method) you can load the 
resource itself through a call to GetManifestResourceStream. 
As you'll gather from the name, this routine retrieves a 
Stream object, which provides direct access to the bytes 
contained within the resource. Given (for example) a bitmap 
resource called ‘System.Windows.Forms.Panel.bmp’, we can 
load it into a new bitmap object like this: 


Bitmap * bits = new Bitmap (ThisAssembly 
>GetManifestResourceStream 


(“System.Windows.Forms.Panel.bmp”) ) ; 


This retrieves a stream for the bitmap resource, and passes 
it to the overloaded constructor of the Bitmap class. Hey 
presto! A quick and easy bitmap. Much simpler than doing 
things the Win32 way! Next month we'll be looking at 
resources in more detail, amongst other things. PCP 


Viewing and understanding the GAC using the Assembly Cache Viewer 


If you want to create a shared assembly, 
you need to register it in the GAC, or 
Global Assembly Cache. This is a cache 
used to store .NET assemblies that will 
be shared. It's important to stress that 
you shouldn't use the GAC unless 
you really need to. In the old days, 
programmers abused WIN.INI; now, 
with .NET, there's a good chance many 
developers will stuff assemblies into 
the GAC that don't need to be there. 
Assuming the .NET runtime is installed 
on your machine, Windows Explorer 
automatically knows how to display the 
contents of the GAC, via a feature known 
as the Assembly Cache Viewer. To do 
this, first navigate to your Windows 
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directory; you'll see a subdirectory 
called assembly. If you open this in 
Windows Explorer, you'll see something 
like the accompanying screenshot. As 
you can see, each assembly in the GAC 
is listed, along with details such as 
version, public key token and so on. 

It should be emphasised that Explorer 
is giving you a ‘logical view’ of the 
GAC which doesn't correspond to the 
physical reality. If you open up a 
command line window and then 
navigate to C:\Windows\assembly, 
what you'll see is quite different to what 
Explorer is showing you! In reality, the 
GAC is made up of a tree of endless, 
strangely-named subdirectories; trust 


us — you really don't want to go there! 
If you want to see where a GACd 
assembly is located, right-click on the 
assembly (in the Explorer window) and 
select Properties. You'll then see a fairly 
conventional Properties window. Click 
the General tab, and examine the 
‘CodeBase’ field. This points to the 
actual assembly, which could be 
anywhere on your hard disk. The 
standard assemblies, however, are 
located in the Microsoft.NET directory 
below the Windows folder. For example: 


D: \WINDOWS\Microsoft.NET\Fr 
mework\v1.0.3705/System.Des 
gn.dl1ll 
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Delphi 7 Abbrevia 3.04 
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DELPHI 


Part Three 

Adding Zip 
functionality to 
our back-up Tool 





In part three of our masterclass, Huw Collingbourne adds file 
compression to his back-up utility with the help of Abbrevia 


ver the past couple of months we've 

been exploring the essential features of 
TurboPower's Open Source file compression 
and archiving toolkit, Abbrevia. So far we've used this 
simply to zip and unzip selected files. In a previous 
series, we programmed a back-up tool, which made 
uncompressed copies of files into a back-up directory. 
This month we've decided to use Abbrevia to enhance 
it, by backing up our files into a zip archive. 





The first thing to do is to add a Zip Viewer to our back-up 
program. This will enable us to monitor the contents of a Zip 
file when we add or extract files to and from an archive. As 
in previous projects, we use a TAbZipView control to provide 
a display of a zips contents, and as always, we must use 
one of Abbrevias non-visual zip source controls to connect 
the visual components to the zip file data. We could use an 
AbZipBrowser like in previous projects. However, this project 
will also need features of the non-visual AbZipper and 
AbUnZipper controls, to add and extract files. Abbrevias 
AbZipKit control combines the features of all the other 
non-visual controls. Originally, therefore, we planned to use 
an AbZipKit to do everything. However, after developing the 
project further, it became clear that we were overloading this 
one ZipKit control to no good effect. We need to maintain a 
single zip file for our back-up, the name of which is only 
changed rarely by the user. ZipBrowser, however, needs to 
display the contents of any zip file selected in the list view. 
While we could keep changing the filename property of the 
ZipKit to handle both these tasks, it would be easier and less 
bug-prone to let one control manage the viewing of any zip 
file and another deal with the back-up zip file. This is why 
we eventually decided to have an AbZipBrowser assigned to 
ZipView, and an AbZipKit to deal with the back-up zip file. 
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Our back-up tool enables you to add selected files to a back-up 
group. When you start the back-up, a window pops up and 
checks off each file name as it is added to the archive. 
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EB Looking inside a zip file Weve written the 
ShowZipContents() procedure to display the files inside a zip 
archive when one is selected in the ShellListView, LV. Notice 
that we've added some simple exception handling so that 
an error message is displayed if an invalid zip file is selected, 
and the Zipkit.FileName property is set to an empty string, 
rather than to the file name. Here, an invalid zip file is a file 
which has the extension ‘zip’, but which can't be 
decompressed by Abbrevia. This may be a corrupted zip file, 
a zip file with a compression format which Abbrevia doesn't 
know, or a file of some other format, which just happens to 
have the ‘zip’ extension. For example, in the \BackupThing 
directory, we've created a text file named Fakezip. Try 
selecting this file to see how the program deals with it. 

Incidentally, notice that the Tree and List view controls 
automatically open in the same directory as the application 
itself. This is due to the fact that we've added this single line 
of code to the Forms OnCreate event-handling method: 


DirlyY.Path <= 
ExtractFilePath (Application. ExeName) ; 


Path is a property of the ShellTreeView named DirlV. We 
assign it the full path to the applications executable file. The 
three Shell controls, DirTV, LV and ShellCombo are all linked 
together by properties such as Dir VShellComboBox and 

Dir VShellListView. This causes the Path property to percolate 
down to the other controls, so that each of them displays the 
same path. 


E Creating an archive In its original form, our back-up 
tool copied files to a designated back-up directory. In the 
new version, we need to let the user select both a back-up 
directory and a target zip file. We do this in the DirBrowserFm 
form, which is loaded when the ‘Select Zip’ button is clicked 
on the main form. The DirBrowserFm form has been 
substantially redesigned in the current project. In common 
with the main form, it now has both a ShellTreeView and a 
ShellListView. It also has two edit fields. The first, DirEd, 
displays the currently selected back-up Directory. This field is 
read-only, and selecting a directory in the TreeView changes 
the path it contains. The code for this operation can be 
found in DirlreeViewClick(). The second field, ZipEd, is where 
the selected zip file name is displayed. The user is free to 
edit this name, or an existing zip file can be chosen in the 
ListView. The code in DirLVClick() changes ZipEd.Text to display 
the selected file name only if that file has the extension ‘zip: 


ey 8S 

ExtractFileName (DirLV.Folders [DirLV.Selected 
. Index] .PathName) ; 

if UpperCase(ExtractFileExt(fn)) = ‘.ZIP’ 
then 
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If you highlight an incorrectly-formatted zip file, an exception 
occurs. We respond to the exception by displaying the error 
message informing the user that the archive is invalid. 


ZipEd.Text := fn; 

The back-up directory and zip file name are assigned to the 
variables BackupDir and ZipFileName respectively, as are 
declared in the unit, Globals.pas. When the user clicks the 
‘Select Zip’ button on the main form, these two strings are 
copied into the two edit fields on the DirBrowserFm form. If 
the user then selects a new directory and zip file, followed 
by the OK button, the two global string variables are updated 
to the new selections. In this way, the back-up directory and 
zip file are synchronised between the main form and the 
directory browser form. 


E Compressing the files As before, you can add files to 
a back-up list by selecting them in the list view on the main 
form and clicking Add To Backup’. When your'e ready to back 
up all the files in your list, press Control-B or use the file 


Our project includes a second file browser window to enable 
the user to browse to a back-up directory, and select or create 
a zip file to store the back-up data. 


menu to display the back-up list in a separate form. Click 
‘Backup Now’ to copy the files into the selected Zip archive. 
As each file is copied, a check mark is placed before Its 
name. The code that does the file zipping can be found in 
the ZipUpFiles() method of the dobackup unit: 


for i := 0 to CheckiistBox.Count - 1 do 
begin 

fn := CheckListBox.Items [i]; 
Forml.ZipKit.AddFiles (fn,0); 
CheckListBox.Checked[i] := true; 

end; 


This simply iterates through the list of files, adding each to the 
zip specified by ZipKit.FileName using the ZipKit.AddFiles() 
method. Note that no check is made to verify whether or not 
a file already exists in the archive. If this is something you 


Delphi tips and techniques 


One of the best sources of Delphi information is available online, or on your PC — and it's free! 


There are some great web sites aimed 
at Delphi developers. One of the best is 
d:tnt Developers’ Tips and Techniques 
(www.d-tnt-co.uk). This not only has an 
online forum and database of tips, but 
also provides a free downloadable 
application that enables you to view 
and modify the tips database offline. 

The d:tnt application takes the form of 
a tabbed workspace, which shows the 
tips database on one page and the 
online user forums on another. When 
new articles become available you're 
notified, and the updates are 
downloaded automatically. 

The database is organised in two 
windows. At the left of the screen is a 


tree view, which displays categorised 
headings such as FilelO, Graphics and 
VCL Components. There are also 
headings devoted to Internet 
development, the IDE, databases, 
multimedia, and the Win API, but there's 
nothing on Delphi 8 For .NET yet. You 
just click one of the categorised 
branches to show all the headings of 
the tips in that category. When you 
select a tip, the window on the right of 
the screen displays its text. This can be 
anything from a short question from a 
user, to a detailed solution complete 
with full Delphi source code. The tips 
database is a collaborative effort and, 
inevitably, some tips are better than 


others. It’s safe to say, though, that all 
but the most expert of developers will 
find numerous gems of information. 
There's a built-in search tool that 
enables you to find articles containing 
specified text or an exact phrase. For 
example, a search for ‘richedit’ quickly 
locates thirteen articles dealing with 
subjects ranging from ‘Setting Print 
Margins in a RichEdit’ to ‘Send Contents 
of RichEdit as E-mail’. The code of each 
tip is formatted with syntax highlighting 
and can, in many cases, be copied 
and pasted straight into your own 
applications. All in all, d:tnt provides 
both excellent site and an excellent help 
application for Delphi developers. & 


When manipulating directory 
and file paths, remember that 
you're not limited to the ‘ready 
to use’ routines supplied by the 
file management utilities. You 
can do some useful processing 
of the path using Delphi's 
ordinary string functions. These 
include functions such as 
LowerCase() and UpperCase() 
to change the case of the entire 
path string as well as LeftStr(), 
MidStr() and RightStr() to return 
substrings of a specific length 
from the left, right or middle of 
a string. We've provided two 
examples of path string 
processing in our Paths.dpr 
project. In the first example, we 
search for the DOS and 
Windows path separator, ‘V by 
iterating through each character 
from the start to the end of the 
string (the Length() function 
returns the end index) and 
change each to a Unix-style 
separator, ‘/’. In our second 
example, we accomplish a 
similar task within a while 
loop, this time using the Pos() 
function to find the position of 
each ‘/’ character and replacing 
it with a ‘%’ character. 


i al 








This is the d:tnt user interface. 
The tips are arranged on the 
tree on the left and the source 
code is shown alongside. 
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To make your file unzipping 
more user-friendly, make use 
of OnConfirmOverwrite which 
you'll find documented in the 
Abbrevia PDF manual. To 
exclude specific file types from 
the extraction process, use 
ExtractFilesEx() instead of 
ExtractFiles() and add a file 
exclusion pattern as the 
second argument. To exclude 
file types when adding to a 
zip, use AddFilesEx() instead of 
AddFiles(). To perform 
operations on selected files in 
a zip, you can set their tagged 
properties to True or false 
using Tagltems(), UnTagltems() 
and ClearTags(). 


Next month we start work on 

a new utility, and also take a 
first look at the issues involved 
in converting your Delphi 
projects to the Microsoft 

-NET framework. 
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The Shell controls return path 
information, which you can 
then process using a number 
of Delphi's built-in routines. 





wish to do, refer to the entry on the FindFile() method 
documented in TAbBaseBrowser in Abbrevia Help. 


© Extracting Files While we haven't programmed a very 


sophisticated file extraction capability, we have added on a 
basic Unzip capability, which is selected from the File menu: 


if not DirectoryExists(RestoreDir) then 
CreateDir (RestoreDir) ; 
ZipKit.BaseDirectory := RestoreDir; 
ZipKit.FileName := 

BackupDir+’ \’+ZipFileName; 
ZipKit.ExtractFiles(‘*.*’); 


This unzips files from the back-up archive into a directory 
named \Restore, immediately beneath the application 
directory. If the restore directory doesn't exist, then it's 
created. The full path to the Restore directory is assigned to 
ZipKit.BaseDirectory, so that its unzipping operation will start 
here. We then call ZipKit.ExtractFiles(*.*’) to extract all files 
from the zip into the restore directory. You can use other file 


masks to limit the files types that will be extracted. Note that 


weve previously used the Object Inspector to set the two 
ExtractOptions values to true, so that the subdirectory 
structure from which the files were originally backed up will 
be recreated beneath the specified Restore directory. Set 
these to false if you wish to disable this behaviour. 


B Further improvements We now have a functional, 
if basic, back-up and restore utility, which you can use to 
compress selected files into an archive, and restore those 
files into their original path structure. While it works pretty 
well, there are some notable deficiencies. In particular, you 
should be aware that the code contains minimal error 
checking and recovery. The UnZip code doesn't even 
check that the source zip archive exists, nor does it ask for 


Up the path 


Find Declaration 





Close Page 
Open File at Cursor Ctri+Enter 
New Edit Window 


Ctrl+X% 


Ctri+C 





Select the ‘Find Declaration’ item on this 
context-sensitive menu to search for the 
definition of a selected identifier. 
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When a zip file is highlighted, its contents appear in the bottom 
pane. When files are extracted, the original directory structure is 
recreated beneath the \RestoreDir folder. 


confirmation before overwriting existing files in the Restore 
directory. The Backup feature doesn't check if a file already 
exists in a zip archive before overwriting it with a new copy. 
There are numerous options you can experiment with, 
such as ZipKit.StoreOptions, which alters the way paths and 
subdirectories are handled, and Password, with which you 
can protect zips from unauthorised access. Finally, there are 
several user interface Improvements that could be made. In 
the back-up form we might allow the user to uncheck files 
in order to exclude them from a back-up as we did in Part 
One of this series. We also need to refresh the display of the 
ShellTreeView and ShellListView controls to show directories 
and zip files created by our code. While these improvements 
are time-consuming to program, none of them are difficult. 
If you want to create a really sophisticated back-up tool, our 
project lays the foundations for you to build upon. PCP 


Delphi provides numerous ways of processing information on file paths and directories 


Last month we began a new series of 
Delphi hints and tips. This month we'll 
take a closer look at some the path 
and directory manipulation routines. 
You can find a complete list of these by 
searching for ‘file name utilities’ in the 
help system. For an example of using 
some of these, load up our Paths.dpr 
project and find the Button1Click() 
method. This parses out various 
elements of the path information from 
a file selected in the ShellListView. 

The Shell controls, such as 
ShellTreeView and ShellListView have 
file path information ‘built in’. For 
example, when you select an item in a 
ShellListView control, you can obtain its 


thName; 
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full path by obtaining an index into its 
Folders array like this: 


ShellListViewl1.Folders [Shell 
ListViewl.Selected.Index] .Pa 


The Shell controls are provided as 
‘samples’ by Borland and they're not 
documented in the help system. You 
can, however, examine their source 
code in ShellCtris.pas, which is in the t(s, ‘.abe’)); 
\Demos\ShellControls directory beneath 
your Delphi installation folder. 

To see the effect of some file utility 
routines, run the program, select a file 


and click the button. Having assigned 
the full path to the string s, these are 
the routines we use in our code: 


ExtractFileDir(s) ; 
ExtractFilePath(s) ; 
ExtractShortPathName(s) ; 
ExtractFileDrive(s) ; 
ChangeFileExt(s, ‘.xxx’); 
ExtractFilename(s) ; 
ExpandFileName (Edit2.Text) ; 
ExtractFilename (ChangeFileEx 


If you refer to the list above and 
examine the output on screen, the effect 
of each should be fairly obvious. E 
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5 INTERMEDIATE 
Nothing too daunting, 
but some programming 
knowledge is required 


Windows 
2000/Windows XP; 
Visual Studio .NET 2003 


All the files you need 

| to complete this 
Masterclass are on 
this months SuperDisc, 
in the Programmers’ 
World section 





VISUAL BASIC 


Part Four 
File maps 





Memory mapped files are the fastest way of transferring data 
between two programs. Dermot Hogan explains the process 


ecentily, I've written about how programs 
communicate with one another, overcoming 
the obstacles introduced by the operating 
system. Remember, the operating system is designed 
to ensure that processes can work without being 
messed up by other programs. In effect, the operating 
system erects walls around every process to ensure 
that it's quite difficult for data to pass through from one 
process to another. But Windows does leave, if not 
exactly holes, then certainly trapdoors in these walls, 
which you can exploit to pass data from one process 
to another. 


The problem with standard Windows inter-process 
communications — pipes and mailslots — is that they're 
designed for smallish quantities of data. If you want to 
transfer a fair bit of data, several megabytes say, between 
two processes, then you don't want a trapdoor — you want 
a ‘gateway’. To be fair, this isnt too common a requirement. 
Pipes, and their ilk, do the job perfectly well most of the 
time. But take a real-time image processing application. A 
video camera produces 25 frames per second, each frame 
having between 250,000 to a million or more pixels, 
depending on the camera. Multiply that by three to get 
colour, and you have an awful lot of data. 

In the case of most closed-circuit TV (CCTV) camera 
systems, the data is converted into a video signal, possibly 
compressed, and is then squirted down a co-axial cable to 
your PC, where its reconstructed into digital format. The 
problem here is that you can lose information in this process. 
Sometimes you may wish to get the raw data into your PC 
and process it; enhancing the image, say, before passing it 
on for display. Of course, you can do the whole thing in one 
program — read the data from the camera, enhance it, and 








7 kart 
a. CPt ingot Cone i happi felled ii", © 


L = baptiser nje jip, PILE BF ili acreet, d, B, Bj 











Lika 





Here are the two programs working together. If you enter some 
data in Image Source, you'll be able to read it in ImageProcess. 
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display it. If you do it this way, however, things can become 
quite tricky, as you're mixing more or less real-time data 
acquisition code with poking around inside the Windows 
GDI. If you enjoy late night debugging sessions, it could 
possibly be a good solution. 

A more modular approach might be to hive off the data 
acquisition code into a separate process, so that all it does 
is load image data into a series of shared memory regions 
(‘buffers’). Our image acquisition program might then have 25 
frame buffers, each 3MB in size, or a 75MB shared region in 
total. A second process then hauls the data out of these 
buffers and processes it for display. 


B Mapping the problem Windows provides a way of 
sharing memory between two or more processes. In a 
language such as C++, which uses unmanaged memory (no 
garbage collection), you can write what you want, where you 
want. Using the shared memory APIs Is pretty easy. However, 
if youre writing in a .NET language, such as Visual Basic or 
(# you'll need to do some additional work. 

The first thing about shared memory is that it has to be 
associated with some ‘backing store’. This might seem a little 
Strange at first sight, but, if you examine the way that virtual 
memory works, you can see that all virtual memory must be 
associated with an area on a disk where the data can be 
stored when the virtual memory isn’t associated with real, 
physical memory. 

You can either create a file for this purpose, or use the 
operating systems own backing store — the paging file. The 
advantage of using a separate file is that you can see what's 
going on to some extent by using a file editor; the 
disadvantage is that its slightly more complicated. 

I've created two separate projects — ImageSource, which 
might provide the data from a camera, and ImageProcess, 
which might process this information. In a future column, I'll 
look at using Fast Fourier Transforms and other fun things 
used in Visual Basic to extract lots of interesting data from 
images, but for now, the ImageProcess program won't do 
very much at all. The main program for our purposes is 
ImageSource. The first thing that this does is to create a file. 
Heres the Windows API call that does it: 


hFile = CreateFile(“test.dat”, _ 
GENERIC WRITE Or GENERIC READ, _ 

FILE SHARE WRITE Or FILE SHARE READ, _ 
0, CREATE ALWAYS, 0, 0) 


You can create files in other ways, but the point about 
CreateFile is that it returns a ‘handle’ to the file which we 
need for the next API calls. If the call fails, it returns -1 
(INVALID_ HANDLE_VALUE), which then requires a further call 
to GetLastError to determine what the real error was. I've 
handled all errors in ImageSource something like this: 
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The error handling in the ImageProcess program is done via a 
try/catch exception handler. You can do much fancier error 
message processing if you wish. 


If hFile = INVALID HANDLE VALUE Then 

r = GetLastError 

MsgBox (String.Format (“CreateFile failed: 
{0} t)) 

End If 

Now we can create a file map object: 
hMap = CreateFileMapping(hFile, 0, 

PAGE READWRITE, 0, 1024, “testmap”) 


This creates a small 1024 byte mapped file, and returns a 
handle to the map. If the size parameters (4 & 5) are zero, 
then the mapping is created to the size of the file. Since we 
havent specified a file size initially, this will be zero unless 
we explicitly set these parameters. Also, the size parameter 
is a 64-bit quantity split over two 32-bit integers. It's rather 
unlikely that youd ever want to map such an enormous 
file, but then thats what they said about the DOS 640KB 
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hMap = OpenfileMipping(FILE MAP ALL ACCESS, 0, estar 

t hup = 0 Exception /*openFilemapping £ 

i = MapViewotFile(titap, FILE MAP ALL ACCESS, O, O, U 
i- Exception ("Map¥iewOrFile failed 


Exceptior 
= GetLastError 
«Format (ex.Message, T)) 





With a combination of IntPtr and Marshall, you can read and 
write data from the shared memory region. Marshall can also 
be used to access entire structures and strings. 


memory limit! We now need to map the file into our 
address space: 


i = MapViewOfFile(hMap, FILE MAP ALL ACCESS, 
oor) 





This takes the handle that we obtained from the 
CreateFileMapping API, and returns the virtual address of the 
base of the memory. The third and fourth parameters of the 
API specify the offset into the file where the map is to occur 
and the fifth is the size of the region to map. If these are 
zero (as here), the whole file is mapped at a base offset of 
zero. If you wish, you can map smaller portions of a file at 
different base offsets, giving what is in effect a window view 
into the file or memory region. 

This leads to an interesting point. If you want to read 
and write from a file in the fastest manner possible under 


When working with mapped files, you have to use synchronisation techniques 


A major problem with sharing memory 
between two programs is synchronising 
access to the memory. For starters, you 
have to be quite careful to ensure that 
one program isn't writing to a particular 
memory location while the other is 
trying to read from the same place. 
Windows provides several methods 
for ensuring that this situation doesn't 
occur. One way is to use a ‘mutex’. 
Mutexes can be ‘owned’ by exactly one 
thread at a time and a thread that 
wishes to possess ownership must call 
a wait function to get access. In our 
case, either the ImageSource program or 
the ImageProcess program can own the 
mutex and can then read or write. 


You create a mutex using the 
CreateMutex API: 


hMutex = CreateMutex(0, 0, 
“mymutex” ) 


This will only create a mutex if the 
mutex, ‘mymutex’, doesn’t exist. You 
then request access to the mutex using 
the WaitForSingleObject API: 


if 
WaitForSingleObject (hMutex, 
10000) 


This waits for 10 seconds before 
returning. If it gets the mutex, it returns 


immediately and the program can either 
read or write into the database. The 
mutex doesn't actually prevent you 
reading or writing, it’s just a mechanism 
that tells you that it's okay to do so. 
Now there's a further problem: how 
does the writer tell the reader that 
there's something to do? One way is to 
use an ‘event’. The reader waits until 
the event is signalled, then tries to 
obtain the mutex. Once the mutex has 
been obtained and the data read, the 
event is cleared and the mutex released. 
That's the outline to the solution. But 
there are other problems to consider as 
well, deadlocks, for example. But they 
will have to wait for another month. E 























I've seen a couple of requests 
in the PC Plus forums recently 
for some programming 
workshops on the Universal 
Serial Bus (USB). Now it’s true 
that USB is gradually pushing 
out serial and parallel ports, 
and even introducing strange 
things like a USB-powered light 
for a laptop (not recommended 
— the one I've got is too dim). 

So why isn't there a series on 
how to program USB devices? 
Well, there's no problem in 
theory, but it's a different 
story in practice. USB devices 
require specific ‘firmware’ in 
the USB device. This firmware 
handles the USB protocol and 
depends very much on the 
USB interface chip used. A 
bit further up the food chain, 
is the small matter of the 
Windows USB driver. Many 
USB devices require a special 
USB device driver, which is no 
small undertaking. 

Once you get to the Visual 
Basic level, however, 
communicating with the USB 
is a piece of cake. It’s like 
falling off a log, because all 
the hard work is done in the 
lower levels. But it doesn't 
make for a good Visual Basic 
programming article! 








Deadlocks can occur when 
two processes compete for 
the same resource. Here 
Image Source owns Mutex1 
and wants Mutex2 and 
vice-versa for Image Process. 
Neither will release the 
resource it owns until it 

gets the other that it wants. 
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There are other Marshall 
methods that are handy. The 
first is Copy, which exists in 
several overloaded forms. This 
copies managed arrays into an 
unmanaged memory space (it 
also works the other way 
round, from unmanaged to 
managed). This is a good bit 
more convenient than stepping 
through an array and using 
WriteInt32. The other method 
that's handy is StructureToPtr. 
This copies the data in a 
structure to unmanaged 
memory. You have to allocate 
unmanaged memory using 
yet a third Marshall 

method, AllocHGlobal. 


One of the problems with 
Visual Studio is that it doesn't 
come with a great variety of 
controls. One that's noticeably 
lacking is a decent graph 
control that enables you to 
draw simple graphs with axes. 
Over the next few months, 
we'll be using the .NET GDI 

to do just that. 


SS 


For the first (and possibly last) 
time — C# code in a Visual 
Basic program! Yes, it really 
does work as advertised. 


VISUAL BASIC 


Windows, then the way to do it is via a mapped file. The 
reason is that any input or output from a mapped file will be 
done by the operating system's paging mechanism, and not 
by the general I/O system. Since the performance of the 
paging system is absolutely critical to the performance of 
Windows, you can be sure that Microsoft's engineers will 
have optimised this bit quite a lot. Microsoft may not care 
about the performance of Office too much, but it does care 
about the Windows paging algorithm. 


B The Marshall plan Now we've got the address of the 
mapped file, we need to coax the .NET runtime into working 
with it. The problem here is that INET uses ‘managed’ 
memory — that is, its allocated by NET and is reclaimed by 
NET when it's no longer used. It really doesn't like working 
with ‘unmanaged’ memory. 

You can ‘pin. managed memory for use with an API. 
Pinning stops the garbage collector moving memory around 
and freeing it, so that an API can write data back into the 
correct place. Pinned memory is required for asynchronous 
I/O operations, where the data may be returned some time 
after the initial API call. But we have the reverse problem 
here. We've got a lump of unmanaged memory, which isn't 
going to be moved, but we need to get at it from managed 
code. The key to being able to to this is the remarkable 
Marshall class. 

The Marshall class enables you to get at unmanaged 


memory in an orderly fashion. It essentially takes the address 


of a piece of unmanaged memory, and an offset into it, 
and lets you read and write. Now, if this sounds a bit like 
the pre-historic ‘peek’ and ‘poke’ of DOS, youd be right: 
thats exactly what it does, except using virtual addresses 
instead of real ones. The consequence is that you can crash 
your program if you poke the wrong address, but not (as 
with DOS), the whole machine! 

Marshall does a lot more than peek and poke, but many 


Mind your language! 








There’s always a 1-to-1 correspondence 
between virtual memory and virtual 
memory on disk. But you can have a lot 
E more virtual than physical memory. 


of its methods are designed for COM objects, and are of little 
interest to us here. The methods that were interested in 
working with are IntPtr objects. An IntPtr is essentially a 
pointer. | remember, when VB .NET first came out, saying that 
pointers were dead. | was wrong; they're alive and well and 
living in IntPtrs. This is how you do it: 


Dim p = New IntPtr (i) 
Marshal .WriteInt32(p, 4, &H55555555) 


First, declare a new IntPtr and initialise it with the address 
returned from the MapViewOfFile API. It isnt possible just to 
assign an integer value to an IntPtr, then you must create an 
instance and use the constructor. Next, the magical Marshall 
class is used to write a value into the memory, pointed to by 
p at an offset, here 4. 

Now we can check it in the corresponding program, 
ProcessImage. The key API here is the OpenFileMapping 
API, which maps to an existing file map object: 


hMap = OpenFileMapping(FILE MAP ALL ACCESS, 





0, “testmap” ) 

i = MapViewOfFile(hMap, FILE MAP ALL ACCESS, 
OF 0580) 
P 
i 





= New IntPtr (i) 

= Marshal.ReadInt32(p, 4) 
MsgBox (String.Format (“data read was {0:X}”, 
i)) 


Theres then a corresponding Marshall read method to 
extract the data. 

On the SuperCD, the programs ImageSource and 
ImageProcess demonstrate how to transfer a small amount 
of data between them. Its easy to extend this to a larger 
amount — see Going Further for details how to do this using 
other Marshall methods. PCP 


Mixed language programming really can work — and here's the proof 





One of the ‘big things’ about .NET is 
the ability to mix modules written 
in different languages. But why on 
earth would anyone want to do it? 

Well, a reader wrote in with a 
problem: he needed to do a specific 
task, and had found exactly the code he 
needed on the Internet. The trouble was 
it was in C*, and he was a Visual Basic 
programmer. So, | tried a mixed 
language project with the code — and to 
my surprise, it worked as advertised. 

The way to do it is to add a new 
project to Visual Studio, which allows 
you to have multiple projects within one 
‘solution’. If you haven't used this aspect 
of Visual Studio much, you'll find it 
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makes the management of libraries, test 
code and main applications easier than 
having single projects dotted around. 

So, if you have a main program 
written in Visual Basic and you have a 
library routine in C*, you need to create, 
within the same solution, a new C*# 
class library. In this (effectively a .NET 
DLL), add the code you want to call from 
Visual Basic and build it. 

Next — and this is the key step — in 
the Visual Basic part of the solution, 
click on References in the Solution 
Explorer and right-click to get Add 
References. In the Add Reference dialog 
box, select Projects and you'll see the 
C# project you created. Select this, click 


OK and you'll now be able to import the 
C# namespace of your test library: 


Imports TestCs 


In the Visual Basic code, you can now 
use the test class, Class1, as normal: 


Dim cs = New Classl 
MsgBox (cs.Test () ) 


where the code in C* just returns the 
traditional C greeting: 


public class Class1 { 
public string Test() { 
return “hello world”; }} 


This Series 


WILF’S WORKSHOP 


Part Three 
Unexpected 
problems and 
paradoxes 


Probability theory is filled with traps, warns Wilf Hey; its difficult 


to know whether youre treating data with the respect it deserves 


s humans, we often make grievous errors 

when judging probability and interpreting 

Statistics. In part, this is because we're 
unskilled in the language of probability. A recent 
television commercial informs us that one in four big 
wins in the lottery is by a syndicate. The intended 
message was that it's a good idea to become part of a 
syndicate — but is that true? Does it perhaps indicate 
that you're four times more likely to win the lottery if 
you're not in a syndicate? 


We develop false impressions when we rely on inappropriate 
thinking. For example, if | showed you two cubes of the 
same material, one measuring 10cm on a side and the other 
15cm on a side, would you believe that the larger weighs 
more than twice the smaller? If you would, then | believe 
youre in rare company, but it's true; do the calculation 
yourself. However, if youre like me in this respect, your mind 
is somehow used to thinking one-dimensionally, rather than 
two or three-dimensionally. 


E For better, for worse Another misjudgement comes 
from the illusion of transitivity, Our minds work along the 
lines that most functions are transitive; that is to say, if A is 
bigger than B, and B is bigger than C, then surely A must be 
bigger than C. This happens to be true, so we can say that 
‘is bigger than’ is a transitive operation. However, there are 
many instances when it would be dangerous, or downright 
wrong, to assume transitivity; if A is the mother of B, and B is 
the mother of C, A is certainly not the mother of C. The issue 


of transitivity gets rather subtle; politician A gets my vote 
over politician B every time, but problems arise when 
politician C arrives on the scene. Some of his policies are 
better than As, but some others are hopelessly worse (in 
my eyes) even than Bs. | would rather vote for B than for 
C. However | do favour C over A. Now I'm in the apparent 
bind that | prefer A to B, B to C and C to A. This looks like 
transitivity, but it screams out ‘paradox’. Late in the 20th 
Century, mathematicians proved conclusively that there 
cant be a voting system that works reliably when there 
are more than two contestants, even taking into account 
corrections’ such as tactical voting, proportional 
representation, and election boycott. Those critical of the 
existing government often remind us that ‘more people 
voted against the PM than voted for him/her’. Sorry: there 
may be better ways of voting than ‘Tirst-past-the-post’, 
but none can possibly be perfect. 

In this months walkthrough (How to cheat with Whist), | 
demonstrate that its possible to have four whist-like hands, 
every one of which is ‘best’ and ‘worst’ when compared 
in certain ways with the others. You can capitalise on this 
phenomenon as a party trick: you can allow a person to 
select any one of these four hands, and based on his 
choice, you can then select for yourself another hand that 
is guaranteed to win all but one trick. The fact that you can 
have non-transitivity in such a straightforward medium as 
playing cards surprises most people, but it's nevertheless 
there for all to see. Note that the suits need to go ina 


regular sequence for the trick to work: I've used the following 


cards for each miniature hand: 











A 2 HRS 00 MINS 
7 INTERMEDIATE 
Some knowledge of the 


Subject matter required 
































A very healthy 
interest in numbers 


. All the files you need 
y,) to complete this 
“Masterclass are on 
this months SuperDisc, 
in the Programmers’ 
World section 





How to cheat with Whist tn this miniature game, played with only picture cards and aces, all is not as it seems 





We've arranged the cards so that each of the 


tricks 
shoal 


ki i 


A B we 


Ta Ta 
WL we 


Ai tic Be 
we AD a 


Hand A 


Hand B 


However, let's play with only two hands: A will 
lose against B, tie with C and win against D. If 
you work out the results, you'll find that each of the 
four will lose against one opponent, tie with another, 
and win against the other. 


When three hands play, one ace is missing: 

each hand wins a trick with its ace, and the 
hand holding the king with the same suit as the 
missing ace wins a second trick. 





four people have one card of each suit. If 
there’s no trump suit, all four tricks will be won 
by the person holding the ace in that suit. One trick 
each sounds fair. 
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The Melodyhound search engine can 

help restore your sanity when you're 

driven to distraction by that snatch of 
@ music that won't let your brain rest. 























It's both instructive and fun 
to exercise your mind so that 
you can better appreciate 3D 
objects. Think of a Tetrahedron 
— a 3D four-sided shape in 
which every side is a triangle. 
Sitting on one face, it looks like 
a pyramid, except that there are 
only three surfaces going to the 
summit. Now imagine that it’s 
regular (all equilateral faces), 
and an edge is one metre long. 
Calculate — in your head — 
its volume. You don't need 
calculus, just simple geometry 
will do! (You may have 
forgotten the volume formula 
for a pyramid or cone — any 3D 
shape tapering evenly to a 
point: it's one-third the cross- 
section area times the height). 
Brain exercises like this (I 
have about a dozen of them) 
are great for using up awkward 
gaps of time, and, if they're not 
too complex, leave you feeling 
mentally invigorated. 


WINNER 
2 of 4 trick 


HANDS 
3 ata time 


You can identify, for any three-hand group, 

which hand will profit most, gaining two tricks 
instead of just one. This can be the focal point of an 
interesting demonstration: with both two-handed 
play and three-handed play, you can determine the 


best hand to hold in advance. 





Only 26 per cent longer per side, the larger of these cubes is 
actually more than twice the volume (overall size) of the smaller. 
Made of the same substance, it would weigh twice as much. 


A) Ace of Spades, King of Hearts, Queen of Diamonds, 
Jack of Clubs 


B) Ace of Hearts, King of Diamonds, Queen of Clubs, 
Jack of Spades 


C) Ace of Diamonds, King of Clubs, Queen of Spades, 
Jack of Hearts 


D) Ace of Clubs, King of Spades, Queen of Hearts, Jack 
of Diamonds 


If you choose any one of these hands, | can in turn 
choose one that matches, so that each of us gains two 
tricks, or one that loses to yours three tricks to one, or one 
that wins over yours three tricks to one. 

Most people don't realise that they've known about 
non-transitivity (but maybe never used that word) in the 


D (B or C) 


aw? 


'A' cannot win 
a 3-handed game 
with 'D' in it 


you would be assured of winning. 
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If you hold hand A, you don’t want to play a 

three-handed game when one of the other 
hands is D. It’s interesting, though, that you would 
welcome hand D in playing a two-handed game, as 


JANE's ratio of 
black marbles: 
57.1% 


JIM's ratio of 
black marbles: 
55 %o 


Simpson’s Reversal paradox was recognised only fairly recently, 
yet on looking into past data records it has happened often, 
and has possibly misguided the interpreters of such data. 


finger game ‘tock/scissors/paper’. Whichever of the three 
items you select, your opponent would be able to select 
one that would beat yours, if he were lucky. 


B Monty and Monte Many years ago in the USA there 
was a television game show hosted by one Monty Hall. 
One portion of each program featured three curtains on the 
Stage, behind each of which was a prize. A contestant was 
pressed to select a curtain and win that prize. Invariably 
there was a luxurious prize (such as an automobile), a good 
prize (such as a scooter), and a booby prize (such as a pair 
of roller skates). 

When the contestant had chosen a curtain, Monty would 
tantalise the audience by showing what was behind one of 
the other two curtains, supposedly at random, except that 
he would never reveal the luxury prize. Suppose you were 
a contestant on this program, and you selected curtain 1. 
Monty leaves curtain 1 closed, but now opens curtain 2, 





The child's game ‘rock/scissors/paper’ 

demonstrates similar (but simpler) behaviour; 
although ‘rock’ supercedes ‘scissors’, which in turn 
supercedes ‘paper’, ‘rock’ is itself superceded by 
‘paper’. This is called nontransitivity. 


revealing the scooter. Your heart quickens as you realise 
that you have chosen either the automobile or — tragically 
— the roller skates. Now Monty, cranking up the suspense, 
offers you the opportunity to change your mind and take 
what is behind curtain 3. 

What would you say if | told you now that you really 
should change to curtain 3; it improves your chances quite 
dramatically. You may ask why that should be; after all there 
are only two possibilities: either curtain 1 or 3 hides the auto, 
and the other hides only roller skates. It's not as if Monty had 
changed anything, you may reason; whatever choice you 
had made, he could draw open a curtain, yet not disclose 
where the automobile lay hidden. 

Well, when theres a peculiar notion involving probabilities 
it can be useful to employ the ‘Monte Carlo’ method (named 
for the famous Casino in Monaco) by making a computer 
program to model the problem, and then letting it run over 
and over. In a few minutes we can run thousands of trials, 
and then compare the results of staying with curtain 1 (the 
first choice) or defecting to the remaining closed curtain. 

In short, its demonstrably TRUE that the wisest idea Is to 
change your mind, believe it or not. This has been dubbed 
the ‘Monty Hall’ paradox, and | feel it somehow fitting 

that we use ‘Monte Carlo’ to examine it. On this month's 
SuperDisc the program Monty.EXE models this interesting 
paradox. You can look at its QBasic source code: Monty.BAS. 


E Pivot tables, summaries and disaster Prior 

to 1950 few statisticians knew of the ‘reversal paradox’, 
which is sometimes known as Simpson's paradox, after 
the mathematician who analysed the phenomenon. 
Then, in the 19/0s the reversal paradox suddenly flared 
into life, destroying the delusions of California statisticians 
who had been trying to prove that women were suffering 
discrimination on application to many colleges. These 
Statisticians had collected together admission details from 


Careful calculation 





the worst cases, and were jarred to find that when added 
together, the opposite conclusion had to be reached. 

We can model this situation with marbles in little bags. 
Jim has two bags, and Jane has two more — one bag each 
for regular size marbles, and one bag each for outsize large 
marbles. Jims regular bag has 11 marbles, five of which are 


black. Thats about 45.5 per cent. Janes regular bag has seven 


marbles, three of which are black. Thats about 429 per cent 

Jims large bag has nine marbles, six of them black (66.7 
per cent), while Janes large bag has 14 marbles, of which 
nine are black (64.3 per cent). Please notice that both Jim's 
regular bag and his large bag hold a greater percentage 
than Janes corresponding bags. All very well; you may be 
tempted to conclude that Jim fares rather better in the 
ownership of black marbles. 

Count them yourself: Jim actually has only 11 black 
marbles, while Jane has a full dozen. (They both have nine 
non-black marbles). What has happened here? Jim had a 
greater proportion of black regular marbles than did Jane 
(45.5 per cent as opposed to 429 per cent), and a greater 
proportion of black large marbles, too (66.7 per cent as 
opposed to 64.2 per cent). Yet, if we ignore the distinction 
between large and small, the proportion of black marbles 
in Jims collection is 55 per cent, as opposed to Janes 5/1 
per cent. Did we treat some of the data in a wrong way? 

The answer is no: nothings going wrong. When you 
use pivot tables in a spreadsheet you will sometimes find 
results similar to this (although these figures were chosen 
to show the effect more clearly). This paradox, unrecognised 
for the first 200 years of serious statistical analysis, simply 
demonstrates how much of a risk you take when you 
abandon fact and try to rely on probability. Theres a guiding 
principle in all this: in the past we used to think that making 
new breakdowns or eliminating old breakdowns (that is, 
categories in which you've collected data) is hazardous. 
Kids, these are experts: dont try these stunts at home. PCP 


Fara ise Lif 
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| asked the question this 
month: what is the effect of 
knowing that one in four big 
wins in the lottery is by a 
syndicate? What would 
account for this, and what 
implications are there for 
individual punters in the 
lottery? Compare notes and 
thoughts on this with me next 
month. In the meantime, listen 
out for probability traps to get 
you thinking — on television 
they're extremely frequent. 


Next month we'll be mapping 
out the territory for building a 
Markov Chain Engine. This will 
be a program able to analyse 
a style of writing and imitate 
it, almost like a pastiche. 


Last month's five-dice problem uses simple calculations, but you need to have your wits about you 


In Workshop 215 I suggested a game 
with five dice: you throw them, then 
pick up and re-throw any that show 
only a one, two or three. The chances 
that you'll throw five sixes are slim, 

but when you get a chance to re-throw 
some of the dice, there's clearly extra 
possibility of getting that elusive perfect 
score of 30. To get the calculation of the 
odds correct, you have to ask yourself 
several questions: 

How many ways can I throw the dice, 
and how often will they all show greater 
than three? How often will exactly one 
die show below four? How often two 
dice? Or three? Or four? Or all five? 

How many ways can the re-thrown 


dice fall? What scores are possible? 

In effect, there are two sets of 
calculations to be performed here: the 
first to determine the total score of 
those dice that show high values, and 
the second to combine this with the 
total score possible for the re-thrown 
dice. This turns out to be a bit more 
complicated, because the results for six 
cases are all different: M dice scoring, 
plus N dice re-thrown, where M is 


between zero and five, and M:N is five. 


Suppose you throw the dice, and four 
score high (showing 4, 5 or 6): this can 
happen in five ways (out of 32 
possible). You can break this down 
further by summing their face scores, 


which range from 16 to 24. For each of 
these possibilities there are the six 
different scores that can be made from 
the remaining die when it’s re-thrown. 
You can see all the calculations in 
FIVEDICE.BAS on the SuperDisc, the 
QBasic source for FIVEDICE.EXE (which 
you can run in either DOS or Windows). 
The resulting distribution of scores is 
displayed as a graph, along with the 
natural (bell-shaped) graph for the 
throw of six dice with NO re-throws. The 
new graph is roughly the same shape, 
but shifted largely by about three points. 
On average you can expect to throw a 
score of 17 or 18 with five dice, but 20 or 
21 if re-throwing (once) is permitted. E 





The complication of re- 
throwing some dice modifies 
the odds dramatically, but 
the distribution of scores 

is still recognisable. 
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From a dog cocking his leg 
to gin with angostura bitters 
in a few easy steps, thanks 
to IdeaFisher. 


HUW COLLINGBOURNE 


This month Huw Collingbourne gets hooked on Classics in a bid 
to complete his education, but finds that hes still lost for words 


ow then, what shall I write 
about this month? Ah, 
what indeed...? 

When the author William 
Burroughs suffered from writer’s 
block, he would cut up passages of 
prose, shuffle the fragments and, with 
the assistance of liberal quantities of 
mind-altering drugs, he would find 
inspiration in the resulting mess. 
When writing his History of the 
English Speaking Peoples, Winston 
Churchill is reputed to have been 
much fortified by the odd bottle of Pol 
Roger Champagne, while for Thomas 
de Quincy and Coleridge, a grain or 





-|s) E8 
al| cooking/eating/meals 
flow/drip/fleod/squirt/spray 
foodifeed groups 
hablisigestures/mannerisms/body language 
like! wantipreter 
mouthiteeth/dental care 





two of opium generally hit the spot. 

I'm informed by my accountant 
that the Inland Revenue is not, as a 
rule, inclined to regard opium or 
Champagne as necessary expenses. 
I therefore looked for inspiration in 
the Burroughs cut-up technique. But 
when I cut up an old Rants and 
Raves column and reassembled it 
in random order, the end result was 
rambling gibberish - much like the 
original, really. 

In desperation, I decided to try 
out some software called IdeaFisher 
(from about £75, www.ideafisher. 
co.uk). This is described as ‘a 
brainstorming tool designed to help 
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you think creatively’. It’s apparently 
recommended for writers, designers, 
advertising and business executives, 
entrepreneurs, engineers, architects, 
inventors, educators - ‘in short, 
creative people everywhere who want 
to increase their ability to develop 
new ideas and resolve problems’. 
Obviously, for the lazy hack with a 
couple of thousand words to churn 
out by Friday, this is just the thing. 


Gone fishing 

In the good old days, the term 
‘brainstorming tool’ was generally 
synonymous with ‘collapsible 
outliner’. But, unlike a boring old 
outliner, IdeaFisher doesn’t leave it to 
the user to come up with ideas. It has 
databases of pre-thought ideas all 
ready to be plundered. One way of 
brainstorming in IdeaFisher is to 
roam freely through networks of 
linked words and phrases. So, for 
example, you enter the word ‘dog’ and 
IdeaFisher displays ‘dog bath, dog 
breath, dog collar, dog lifting a leg’ 
and so on. You then select one of 
these items. Being a dog owner, I 
naturally selected ‘dog lifting a leg’, 

(I would have selected ‘bath’, but the 
dog objected) and up popped a 
window of related categories: ‘body 
fluids/bodily wastes, dogs/cats/family 
pets’. Clicking the first of these I was 
shown another list: ‘bat guano, bird 
droppings, dung’, and more in the 
same vein. 

In principle, you might use 
IdeaFisher to come up with a slogan, 
a product name or the plot for a 
novel. Jumping from one idea to 
another may help you to enlarge or 
simplify ideas, find odd conjunctions 
of words and phrases, or just send 
you off on tangents to stimulate you 
out of a creative rut. Whether this can 
all work for me, I don’t know. I'll let 
you know how I get on next month. 


Cut and thrust 
The cut-up method of writing not 
only helped William Burroughs write 


his widely unread books, but also 
helped David Bowie write many of 
his widely listened-to songs. There are 
now several automated cut-up tools 
on the web that can effortlessly turn 
any of us into a Burroughs or a 
Bowie. The Habbett.org site, for 
example, has a web ‘robot’ that 
randomly searches for web pages and 
jumbles up the text automatically 
(habett.org/bots/002.html). Here’s 
a typical sample: “Name of ra from 
the god because i it as an electronic 
sister and wife of osiris, sister to get a 
hold of me?” It’s certainly different, 
though Pm not sure I could take a 
whole novel of it. 

A more entertaining cut-up 
generator is to be found at the 
Lazarus Corporation site (www. 
lazaruscorporation.co.uk). 

This lets you enter text and then 
optionally cut it up, change the 
genders and even ‘rasta-ize’ it. This 
is what it made of the opening lines 
of Coleridge’s Kubla Khan: 


“Ran through caverns measureless ta 
sister down ta in xanadu did kubla 
khan a stately pleasure-dome a 
sunless sea. 

decree where alph, di ilie river.” 


If you like messing with words, you 
may want to try out the anagram 
generator at wordsmith.org. It’s 
somehow satisfying to find that my 
name can be rearranged to form such 
a meaningful aphorism as ‘runcible 
ghoul now’ but disappointing to 
discover that it also produces almost 
a thousand other totally meaningless 
anagrams such as ‘beclog hun i lur 
won’ and ‘cherub wulling noo’. Pm 
not even convinced that all these 
words form a recognisable part of 
the English language. 


English like what she is spoke 
If you're seriously interested in 
exploring the highways, byways 
and rutted footpaths of the English 
language, then I would suggest that 


| Ge Gat yem Proin Joc Het 
etek = = - De) at | Ah Gite Gere G Sh be - aO 
| egies |) hots eaaa lorer ec enetion on ull rubuprheacmarhares phg 


mee orp 


you go at once to Michael Quinion’s 
wonderful World Wide Words site 
(www.worldwidewords.org). The 
site comprises more than 1,400 pages 
of comment, analysis, speculation 
and downright stuff n’nonsense 
about the words that we use and 
misuse every day. 

I know from personal experience 
that when a writer expresses an 
opinion on English usage in print 
then they're asking for trouble. Take 
the preceding sentence, for example. 
I first mention ‘a writer’ (singular) 
and then go on to refer to this person 
as ‘they’ (plural). I have to say that I 
would normally tie myself in verbal 
knots to avoid doing this, preferring 
instead the long-winded expression 
‘he or she is asking for trouble’. 
According to Quinion, I should save 
myself the effort. In an article on 
the ‘singular they’, he argues that 
“these and similar usages are now so 
common as to be unremarkable, are 
now considered standard by most 
usage guides, and pass unchallenged 
by many copy editors”. 

Well, not by the copy editors 
of PC Plus! Nor, I am sure, by our 


HUW COLLINGBOURNE 





readers. A pedantic lot, the PC Plus 
readership. How well I remember 
the sacks of vituperative letters to 
the editor when I dared to suggest 
that the single word ‘thankyou’ should 
be added to the Microsoft Word 
spelling checker! And when I further 
suggested that ‘alright’ was a perfectly 
acceptable alternative to ‘all right 
readers begin sticking pins into little 
Huw Collingbourne dolls. 

For once, I shall keep my opinions 
to myself. If any reader wishes to 
strongly express an opinion on the 


Here the Lazarus Corporation's 
TextMachine transforms Shakespeare 
into William Burroughs. Not sure it’s a 
great improvement... 


say on them. In addition to articles 
about grammar and usage, there are 
many fascinating features about the 
origins of common expressions, 
technical terms, slang words and 
jargon. Recent articles include 
discussions of the origins of ‘spick 
and span’, ‘phishing’, ‘Horlicks’, as in 
‘It’s a complete Horlicks’, and 
‘obdiplostemonous’ - a word which 
until now was unknown both to me 
and to the Word spell checker. 

If only I had studied Greek and 
Latin at school, such words would 


“| Know from personal experience that when a 


writer expresses an opinion on English usage 
in print then they're asking for trouble.” 


split infinitive, the singular ‘they’, long 
sentences, overuse of commas, 
repetition, repetition, the use of 
prepositions at the end of sentences 
or conjunctions at the beginning, I 
would ask them not to. But if these 
are topics to which you wish to give 
more consideration, then World Wide 
Words is bound to have something to 


Last of the Latin lovers 


Determined to read ‘Harrius Potter et Philosophi Lapis’, Huw goes on a Roman holiday 


A classical education was something 
in which my old school did not 
specialise. This has resulted in a gaping 
lacuna in my knowledge which has 
caused me sleepless nights of worry 
over important matters such as the 
correct plural of ‘octopus’ (octopuses, 
octopi, octopodes?). The time had 
come, | decided, to begin work on the 
education | never had. And so, this 
month, | have begun to study Latin. 
In Masterclass this month, you'll 
find my reviews of computer-based 
resources for students of modern 
languages. Students of ancient 
languages are not so well served. So 
far the only multimedia program I've 


been able to find is Eurotalk’s ‘Learn 
Latin With Asterix’ (£29.99 from www. 
eurotalk.com). This is an onscreen 
comic of the French cartoon character, 
narrated in Latin. Unfortunately, it’s 
currently well beyond my capabilities. 
After some hunting around on 
Amazon, I decided to invest in two 
text books: Wheelock’s Latin (about £10, 
ISBN: 0060956410) and The Cambridge 
Latin Course Book One (£9.50, ISBN: 
0521635438). The first of these is a 
mighty tome, with masses of grammar 
and not many pictures. The second is 
a slim volume with lots of photographs 
and fascinating historical information, 
and a gentle introduction to grammar. 


hold no terrors for me. It is, I have to 
admit, rather late in life to start 
thinking about plugging this gap in 
my education. However, I really can’t 
go on letting myself be bamboozled 
by a spelling checker. So, while the 


Greek will have to wait, I have at least 


made a start on the Latin (see ‘Last 
Of The Latin Lovers’). PCP 


Both these books have their own web 
sites. The Wheelock site (www.wheel 
ockslatin.com) is, disappointingly, little 
more than a collection of adverts for 
books and support materials. The 
Cambridge site, by contrast (www. 
cambridgescp.com) is packed with 
interactive games, quizzes and texts to 
support the book. You can even enroll 
with an ‘e-teacher’, though £125 for a 
course seems a bit expensive. 

More advanced students of the 
classics may want to consult the 
Descriptive Latin Grammar (www. 
orbilat.com/Latin/Grammar/index. 
html) and the compendious Perseus 
Project site(www.perseus.tufts.edu). E 





Students of the Cambridge 
Latin Course can perform acts 
of mindless violence upon the 
text's ‘hero’, Caecilius, and can 
give his lovely wife, Metella, a 
face-lift thanks to some Java 
applets on the old version of 
the Cambridge Latin site. You 
can find this by selecting ‘Fun 
With Latin’ on the Classics 
Page site (www.classicspage. 
com). This also has some more 
serious puzzles, including a 
Latin anagram maker. Another 
useful resource is a selection 
of Latin insults. “Lutum 
lenonium!” say I. 





The Cambridge Latin Course 
has terrific online support, 
with interactive exercises 
for sorting out your cases 
and your declensions. 
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HARDWARE 


Build Your Own Computer 


PRICE £11 (£9 ex VAT) ISBN 1-85960-973-2 AUTHOR Kyle MacRae 


SUPPLIER www.amazon.co.uk 


O nyone who has ever owned 
a battered Ford Escort will 
immediately recognise this as a 
‘Haynes Manual’, a genre which is 
renowned for being well researched 
and written, and for featuring 
accessible build and repair guides. 
Haynes has now brought its 
inimitable style to the field of 

DIY PC construction. 

With this book setting out to be 
an all-encompassing volume, some 
areas are inevitably a little Andy 
Pandy in approach, but on the 
whole it offers mature, if not always 
bang-up-to-the-minute advice. You 
can expect to find chapters detailing 
the installation of an Athlon XP 
processor and heatsink, but if you 
want to build a 64-bit machine, 
you'll be out of luck. The inclusion 
of ‘techie corner’ boxouts is a good 
idea, especially for those who 
are quite at home building an 
application, but a little out of their 
depth when it comes to the hands- 





on hardware stuff. These boxes offer 


such insights as the anatomy of a 
IDE/AIA cable, the thermal pads or 


PROGRAMMING 


Haynes 


thermal grease debate, and AMD 
cooling requirements. 

Overall though, this book is 
one for the PC-building virgin who 
prefers being led gently into the 
shallows to jumping in at the deep 
end. If youre a devotee of the latter 
approach, we would recommend 
either Muellers ‘Upgrading and 
Repairing PCs’ or ‘The Indispensable 
PC Hardware Book’ by Messmer. 
Davey Winder 


PHP MySQL and Apache 


PRICE £16 (£14 ex VAT) ISBN 0-672-32620-5 


AUTHOR Julie C. Meloni SUPPLIER www.compman.co.uk 





O uccessful web sites are 
increasingly both dynamic 
and database-driven these days, 
which is all good stuff for the 
visitors to these sites, but can 
bring a potential headache to the 
programmer who has to construct 
the code behind the glitz. Okay, so 
you'll already know plenty about 
HTML itself and how web servers 
work, and you may even be fairly 
proficient in either PHP MySQL or 
Apache, but do you know all three? 
We very much doubt it. 

This is where this excellent book 
comes into play. Forget all those 
‘in 24 hours’ titles — this one takes 
a more realistic approach, and 
acknowledges that to reach a 
level of capability at which you 
can confidently get these three 
essential open source development 
technologies working together takes 
a little longer. It also recognises 
that there will be folk who prefer a 
Linux-based approach to a Windows 
one, so covers both. The layout of 
the book itself is well thought-out, 
with each chapter building on the 
previous one. Each step-by-step 


PHP, MySQL 
and Apache 


At. 





lesson gets you a little closer to the 
prize, and a ‘starter kit’ CD has all 
the relevant software as well. You'll 
quickly be able to interact with 
MySQL using PHP create a web- 
based discussion forum, optimise 
MySQL databases, fine-tune the 
Apache server and much more. 

If you want to build a grown-up 
web site and need some help with 
the programming, then this book is 
the perfect solution. 

Davey Winder 





READING MATTERS 


SECURITY 
Security Warrior 


PRICE £24 (£21 ex VAT) ISBN 0-596-00545-8 AUTHOR Peikari and Chuvakin 


SUPPLIER www.compman.co.uk 


T) heres no end to the number 
of books addressing network 
security, but O'Reilly has opted to 
join that small renegade bunch 
taking a reverse engineering 
approach to security, from the 
attacker perspective. Dangerous 
ground, agreed, but basing the book 
on the premise that the only way to 
defend yourself is to understand 
your attacker works for us. 

Okay, this isnt an entirely new or 
radical angle; the ‘Hacking Exposed’ 
volume from Osbourne has covered 
this ground before. What the Security 
Warrior brings to the rebel party is 
a no-nonsense serious technical 
edge, as youd expect from O'Reilly. 
This means you get lots of code 
examples to work with, and no 
patronising along the way, with 
chapters covering the reverse 
engineering of Win32, Linux and 
WinCE platforms, the detailed 
anatomy of overflow attacks, and 
the science of OS fingerprinting to 
get you warmed up. Then you can 
move into the often-overlooked 
ground of anti-forensics. This volume 


C# PROGRAMMING 


C* Cookbook 


2 iE 
EDITOR'S 
CHOICE 





details how hackers hide their tracks, 
and features the first coverage that 
we've seen in such a book on 
attacking databases by SQL injection. 
Sure, you can do what the hackers 
do, and trawl the dodgy hacking 
web sites and chat rooms to get this 
information, but why bother when 
for less than £25 you get it all 

in one reference, written by long- 
trousered grown-ups. 

Davey Winder 


PRICE £25 (£21 ex VAT) ISBN 0-596-00339-0 AUTHOR Teilhet and Hilyard 


SUPPLIER www.amazon.co.uk 


© ‘Reilly Cookbooks adopt a 
simple strategy of providing 
a definitive collection of solutions 
and examples covering a specific 
programming genre. In this case that 
means more than 200 solutions and 
best practices targeted squarely at 
the programming enthusiast and 
professional developer working 
around the C# language for 
Microsofts NET platform. 

This isn't a beginner's guide, 
nor is it a step-by-step application- 
building tutorial. Think of it as an 
array of off-the-shelf techniques 
that you can use when confronted 
by specific common problems. Sure, 
the less confident C* programmer 
can use it as a helpful resource 
to sharpen his skills, but it isn't 
the core purpose. You may be 
disappointed if you think tt Is. 
Disappointment certainly isn't 
something you'll be facing if you 
love raw code, and lots of it (theres 
even a whole chapter devoted to 
unsafe code). The mature C# 
programmer gets code recipes 
covering such diverse problems 
as determining the approximate 





equality between a fraction and 
floating point value, encoding a 
Base64 encoded binary, calling the 
same method on multiple object 
types, using enumerated members 
in a bitmask, debugging when 
loading an assembly, or writing to 
multiple output files at one time. 
And thats just for starters; it's as 
close to having a C# Guru at your 
beck and call when things go wrong 
as you'll get for £25. 

Davey Winder 
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A4 INKJET PRINTER 


Canon 1990 


EDITOR'S 
pe CHOICE 


Oo ts a photo printing dilemma 
like no other. Last month, we 
reviewed the Epson Stylus Photo R800 
and gave it an Editors Choice award. 
Like the Epson, Canon's new 1990 
features no less than seven different 
ink colours, available in separate 
cartridges to cut down on wastage. It 
also carries an almost identical price 
tag. But there are differences. Doing 
without Epsons FireWire option to 
complement the standard USB 
connector, the Canon has both USB 1.1 








A4 INKJET PRINTER 


Epson Stylus Photo 








@ ast month we took a look at the 
highly impressive new eight- 
cartridge Epson R800 photo printer, 
which offers stunning results, but 
comes with a hefty £275 price tag. 

If you don't need photo print quality 
that will outstrip conventional darkroom 
printing, the R200 offers results that 
are almost as good, at a fraction of 
the price. Relying on a more traditional 
six-ink process, this new photo printer 
offers the same 5,/60x1,440dpi 
resolution, even though the dots are 





The control buttons 
look a bit cheap but, 
overall, the i990 is a 
quality piece of kit. 


and high-speed USB 
20 ports, as well as 
the new PictBridge 
interface for direct 
printing from like- 
minded digital 
cameras. Whereas 
the Epson includes 
an eighth tank of 
‘gloss optimizer’, the 
Canon sticks to just 
the seven cartridges, possibly because 
theres no matte black ink to gloss over. 

For a dedicated photo printer, the 
i990 is surprisingly fast at text output, 
turning out a full A4 mono page in just 
seven seconds in our tests. Even more 
surprisingly, the draft quality in colour 
and mono is excellent. 

As youd expect, the i990 really 
comes into its own when printing 
photos. In our tests, we used Canon's 
own PP-101 Photo Paper Plus Glossy, an 
ideal match for the printer. The colour 


From super-quality 
photos to CD and DVD 
printing, the R200 
does it all in style. 


made up of three 
picolitre ink droplets 
— slightly larger than 
on the R800. 

Using the 
typical range of 
cyan, magenta, 
yellow and black 
inks, plus light cyan 
and light magenta, 
the advantage that 
the R200 has over Epsons previous 
budget offerings is that all six ink 
cartridges are individually replaceable, 
so you don't have to throw away 
expensive ink that you haven't used. 
Prices for each cartridge are around £9 
and their staying power ranges from 
about 475 pages for each colour to 
approximately 660 for black, based on 
five per cent coverage. This means the 
R200 has fairly modest running costs. 

With a draft speed of 15 pages per 
minute for black or colour text pages, 


HARDWARE 


range was equally as stunning as with 
Epsons R800, rivalling what youd get 
from a printing lab. Canons new 
ChromaPLUS inks comes up trumps for 
definition in highlight and shadow 
areas of photo reproduction as well. 
Banding and other unwanted attributes 
common with inkjet printing were also 
non-existent on our test prints. In short, 
the quality is impossible to fault. 

The 1990 is quick, too, outputting 
our 8xl0in test prints onto A4 photo 
paper at the highest quality setting in 
just 37 seconds each. That's a lot faster 
than the Epson R800, which took about 
two and a half minutes per print. When 
it comes to running costs, the Canon 
and Epson are very similar. For the 
i990, all cartridges, including black, cost 
around £8.25 each and are good for 
about 210 pages at five per cent 
coverage. This puts the overall cost per 
print at 4p for mono and 24p for colour. 
The Epson works out to about 22p per 
colour page, so neither are cheap, but 
both are worth it if you want the best 
quality, All things considered, however, 
the Canon is marginally the better buy. 
Matthew Richards 





R200 


the R200 is no slouch, making 

it a reasonable choice for general- 
purpose printing. However, as youd 
expect, it really comes into its own 
when employing its full range of 
colours for photo output. The speed is 
still pretty respectable; the printer can 
create a 10x15cm photo in just over half 
a minute. The quality is excellent, with 
great accuracy across the entire tonal 
range, from rich blacks to bright whites, 
and superb colour rendition. Whether 
its pastel shades or vivid, rich colours 
that youre printing, the R200 will 
reproduce them perfectly, and photos 
also have a very natural look. 

There aren't too many frills, but one 
nice addition is a secondary tray for 
direct printing onto inkjet-compatible 
CDs and DVDs, enabling you to create 
professional looking discs. With an 
attractive black and silver finish, the 
R200 looks a quality piece of kit. Add 
to that the superb photo reproduction 
and reasonable running costs, and you 
begin to wonder whether anybody 
needs to pay any more for a photo 
printer. This is a great buy. 

Matthew Richards 





PCPlus 216 | Spring 2004 





PRICE £281 (£239 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER www.dabs.com 
INFO www.canon.co.uk 
WARRANTY One year 


PRINT RESOLUTION 4,800x2,400dpi 
PRINT SPEED 16ppm (mono), 12ppm 
(colour), 1.19ppm (A4 photo) 

INPUT TRAY CAPACITY 150 sheets 
MEDIA SIZES A4, B5, AS, Letter, Legal, 
Envelopes (DL size or Commercial 10), 
4x6in, 5x/in, custom size 

INTERFACE USB 2.0, PictBridge 

SIZE 455x306x183mm 

WEIGHT 6.2kg 





CANON 1990 
Value 0090000000 
009000090000 


Features 


Performance @0 00000900900900 





PRICE £89 (£76 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER www.dabs.com 
INFO www.epson.co.uk 
WARRANTY One year 


PRINT RESOLUTION 5, 760x1,440dpi 
PRINT SPEED 15ppm (mono 

and colour) 

INPUT TRAY CAPACITY 120 sheets 
MEDIA SIZES A4, 9x13cm, 10x15cm, 
13x18cm, 20x30cm, 3.5x5in, 4x6in, 
5x8in, 8xl0in, A5, A6, B5, Legal, 
Executive, Letter, Half Letter, EPSON 
Panoramic 210x594mm 

INTERFACE USB 2.0 

SIZE 462x474x297mm 

WEIGHT 5.2kg 





EPSON STYLUS 
PHOTO R200 


Value 009009009009000 
0090000900 
OE A AAA Ae) 





Features 











WIRELESS PRINT SERVER 


EXPERT REVIEWS 


Canon Wireless Print Server WP-20 








N) ever one to miss a trick, Canon 
has started to offer a wireless 
print server for its own range of 
bubblejet printers; this means if you 
don't own a Canon printer you can 
safely turn the page, as theres nothing 
for you to see here! This remarkably 
niche device is, by Canons own 
admission, aimed squarely at the 
home market, either for people wanting 
to free their household of extra cables, 
or those who fancy printing from the 
luxury of their comfy sofas. Theres no 


NETWORK PRINT SERVER 


The WP-20 lets you 
print from the luxury 
of your sofa, but could 
be used in an office. 


reason why it 
couldnt be used in 
an office situation, 
but whether you 
want all and sundry 
printing to your 
expensive photo- 
realistic ink jet printer 
is another question. 

The server itself 
is a tiny box that 
has a PC Slot, into which the supplied 
Canon 802.11b wireless card plugs; we 
doubt there will be an 802.11¢g option, 
as the web-based interface doesnt 
offer a firmware update. Along with 
this theres the USB port for the printer 
connection as well as a pass-through 
USB port for direct connection to a 
local computer, plus a standard LAN 
port for wired network access. 

Three status lights show whether 
the unit's receiving power, or a LAN 
signal and data. The Wireless status 


SEH BaseLine 650 








T he external print server is an 
ideal solution for breathing new 
life into a standard parallel port printer. 
Its a far superior solution to sharing it 
locally, as there are no workstation 
overheads, and its easier to manage. 
German company SEH specialises in 
print servers, and the new BaseLine 
650 is aimed at small-to-medium 
Windows networks on a tight budget. 
It offers easy installation, and good 
management, and comes with lifetime 
support for firmware upgrades. 


The BaseLine 650 
installs network 
printers with a slick, 
wizard-based routine. 


This palm-sized 
slab of white plastic 
plugs directly into 
the printer, and 
comes with a 
10/100BaseTX 
Ethernet port, and a 
single Type B parallel 
port. Three status 
lights provide visual 
cues to device 
status, network connection and general 
activity. Installation is simple; you 
connect the device to your chosen 
printer, link it to the network, add power 
and print a diagnostics page, by 
pressing a status button on one side. 
The 650 delivers on it promises, as 
network printer installation is handled 
by a slick wizard-based routine that 
searches the network for print servers, 
offers you the opportunity to modify 
their IP addresses, and even sets up a 
new TCP/IP printer port ready for use. 


light is particularly useful, as it'll provide 
feedback as to whether the unit's 
connected to a base station, can detect 
a signal, or if its just sat there like a 
lump of plastic. If you have problems, a 
button on the server will output a page 
of status Information to the connected 
printer, offering details on what mode 
and IP address it currently has assigned. 

Configuration of the server is 
through a web-based interface. The 
basic interface offers MAC and 64/128- 
bit WEP security, so at least you can 
stop the neighbours printing their 
holiday snaps through it. Plus theres 
general control over which base station 
the server should link to, and theres 
even an ad-hoc connection for peer-to- 
peer use. After the server is configured, 
any computer that you want to access 
the printer will need to have the printer 
driver manually installed on it. A BJ 
Network tool will then search for any 
connected servers, and configure a 
virtual USB printer port ready for use. 
While limited for business, as it will 
only work with a Canon USB printer, 
the WP-20 does do its job well enough. 
Neil Mohr 


We tested the 650 using an Epson 
Stylus Photo 950 printer, which was 
correctly identified during installation. 
One feature we were impressed to see 
was support for Epsons Status Monitor, 
as many other print servers are unable 
to extend this valuable tool over a 
network connection. We were able to 
use the printer drivers nozzle-checking 
and cleaning utility from our test 
workstations, and print jobs were also 
accompanied by the Status Monitor 
ink level and print progress utility. 

The 650 includes an internal web 
server, SO you can manage the device 
remotely from a browser. The simple 
interface provides basic status 
information about the print server and 
attached printer. Theres also an option 
to enable support for HP's JetAdmin 
management utility. Network IP settings 
and the NetBIOS domain name can 
be modified, all access password- 
protected and new firmware upgrades 
can be applied directly using FTP 
Overall, the BaseLine 650 is a simple 
little device which can put your tired 
old printers to new uses. 

Dave Mitchell 





PRICE £129 (£110 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER Canon 08/0 616 417 
INFO www.canon.co.uk 
WARRANTY One year 


CONNECTIVITY 10/100 BaseTX 
Ethernet port 802.11b wireless card 
USB connection 

OTHER Web browser management 
External power supply 


L EcPIus ratings d 
CANON WIRELESS 
PRINT SERVER WP-20 


@urmaee yy X15) 009000900 





Features 009000900 
Performance AAA Ae) 


PRICE £82 (£70 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER SEH Technology UK Ltd 
01273 23 4681 

INFO www.seh-technology.co.uk 
WARRANTY One year RTB 


CONNECTIVITY 10/100 BaseTX 
Ethernet port, Type B parallel 

port, supports TCP/IP DHCP FTP 
SMB, NetBIOS 

OTHER Web browser management 
External power supply 





SEH BASELINE 650 


OVERALL 











PCPlus 216 | Spring 2004 Pig 


ATHLON 64 FX-53 DESKTOP PC 


HARDWARE 


Evesham Axis 64 FX-53 


hen AMD first released the 
FX-51 processor, the 
assumption was that this 
was something special, something 
unique, and something to take on 
Intels biggest and most expensive 
offerings. To a certain extent, the FX-51 





did deliver on these promises, although 


it struggled against the Pentium 4EE. 
Fast forward a couple of months, and 
the FX-51 has been superseded by the 


second member of this illustrious family, 


the equally enigmatically-titled FX-53. 
Just as the Pentium 4 Extreme 

Edition owes more to Intel's server 
solution than to the normal spin of 
the Pentium 4, so the Athlon FX-53 
harks back more to the Opteron than 
to the Athlon 64. Not only is it clocked 
that little bit quicker than its desktop 
siblings, it also boasts a 128-bit dual 


channel memory interface, as opposed 


to the Athlon 64 3200's 64-bit single 
channel offering. 

AMD claims a potential memory 
throughput of up to 64GB/s for the FX 
range of processors, but in testing the 
figures werent even close to half this 
value. With a measured throughput of 
2,855MB/s, this machine actually lags 
behind Evesham's own Axis 64 3400+ 
XL system, which is based around the 
Athlon 64 3400+ processor and its 
supposedly slower memory controller 
— a somewhat shocking result. 

It'S not all bad news for the Athlon 
FX-53, however; with a CPU Index of 
10,382MIPS, this is a blisteringly fast 


piece of silicon. The overall performance 


in SYSMark2002 is also strong, with 
Evesham’ machine returning a result 
of 325. This figure is made up of an 
Internet Content Creation score of 420 
and an Office Productivity result of 
251, both of which are high, although 
Intel-based machines still hold a 
commanding lead on anything AMD 
can currently produce. 

Any machine hoping to be 


considered a high-performance system 


needs to pack an impressive graphics 
card, and the Radeon 9800 XT that 
resides in the Axis 64 FX-53 is certainly 
that. Admittedly, there are few games 
currently out there that make use of its 





Evesham’s spider’s-web case design may not appeal to everyone’s tastes, but 
what of the state-of-the art Athlon 64 FX-53 that beats beneath its surface? 





= 


The curvature of the Audigy 2 ZS drive 
bay produces a gap where it meets the 
case’s styling. This isn’t a huge problem. 


this test from cheaper, and supposedly 
inferior, pieces of kit. 

3DMark2001SE isn't really going to 
stress the Radeon 9800 XT too much, 
and sure enough the index of 19782 is 
ridiculously high. Again, weve seen 
higher scores here, but don't be fooled 
into thinking that this machine will in 
any way struggle with DirectX 8.1 titles; 
its just that for the money youre not 
quite getting the market leader that 
you might think. 

In the hardware department, the 


surround speakers. 

Gaining entry to the inside 
of the case is easy, as there are 
no screws involved. Swing the 
key-lock open and slide the 
lever at the back of the 
machine, and the side panel 
pops open ready for inspection 
or an upgrade. Impressions of 
the insides of this machine are 
dominated by the massive fan, 
which is lit by four LEDs. Once 
the shock of this subsides, the 
tidy interior can be appreciated, 
with plenty of room around the 
components making upgrading a 
hassle-free experience. 

Performance aside, the Axis 64 
FX-53 is everything that you would 
expect from an Evesham machine. 
Excellent build quality and component 
selection equate to a system that 
packs all the bells, whistles and thrills 
that you could want. The quality three- 
year warranty is also worthy of note, as 
this is an area that's often overlooked 
when purchasing a new machine. 

For all its potential, however, the 
Evesham Axis 64 FX-53 is ultimately 
something of an anti-climax. In theory, 





PRICE £2,231 (£1,899 ex VAT) 
DELIVERY £20 (£17 ex VAT) 

INFO www.evesham.com 
SUPPLIER Evesham 0870 160 9500 
WARRANTY Two years on-site, 
third year back-to-base 


CPU 2.4GHz AMD Athlon 64 FX-53 
RAM 1GB DDR400 

CORE LOGIC Nvidia nForce 3 

HDD 2x 160GB Maxtor DiamondMax 9 
SATA RAID 

DRIVES Sony 16x DVD-ROM, 

Sony DVD+RW 

GRAPHICS 256MB Radeon 9800 XT 
SCREEN 19in Viewsonic VP191 
SOUND Creative SoundBlaster 
Audigy 2 ZS 

SPEAKERS Creative Inspire T7700 

71 Speakers 

COMMS 10/100 Ethernet, 56K modem 
PORTS 6x USB 2.0, 2x Firewire, 1x 
SB1394, Serial, Parallel, PS/2 keyboard 
and mouse, VGA-out, S-Video, DVI-I, 
S/PDIF In/Out, Mic, Headphones 
OTHER HARDWARE Microsoft 
Wireless Keyboard and Mouse 

OS Windows XP Professional Edition, 
Service Pack 1 

OTHER SOFTWARE Pinnacle 

Instant CD/DVD, Pinnacle Studio &, 
Microsoft Works 7 


PCPlus 
BENCHMARK 


1GHz CPU 


128MB RAM 





PCPlus 
3SDMARK2003 


3,000 6,000 9,000 12,000 








Sony provides a full range of 
optical storage devices, with 
both a dual-format DVD/RW and 
a DVD-ROM combo on offer. 


this should be the fastest AMD-based 
machine available, but in practice the 
performance improvement over 


inclusion of two Serial AIA DiamondMax 
Plus 9 160GB hard drives in a RAID 
configuration produces a single storage 


features, but several demanding titles 
are expected this year, and the 9800 XT 
should be capable of throwing around 


the requisite number of polygons at 
the best speed. 

As evidence of the machines 
prowess in this field, the 3DMark2003 
result of 6,635 is one of the highest 
figures that we've ever seen. The 
Aquamark3 score of 43,217 is inspiring 
too, equating to a smooth 43.22fps, 
although weve seen higher results for 


Space that, once formatted, is still well 
over 300GB. You get 1GB of RAM to 
play around with, and a pair of DVD 
drives (one of which is a Sony DW- 
U180A DVD+RW drive). The impressive 
graphics subsystem is backed up by 
the equally jaw-loosening Creative 
Audigy ZS Platinum soundcard, which 
is connected to the Inspire [7/00 


previous machines is nominal at best, 
and actually falls behind Evesham's 
own Athlon 64 3400+ machine in 
some areas. While not exactly a poor 
machine, the fact that this amount of 
money doesnt get you the fastest 
system in the world makes this an 
Opportunity missed for all concerned. 
Alan Dexter 


EVESHAM 
AXIS 64 FX-53 


Features 0090090009000 
Performance AA Ae) 
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PRICE Free 

SUPPLIER Alex A. Denisov 
alex@g32.org 

INFO http://g32.0rg 


CPU Pentium or equivalent 
RAM 32MB 
OS Windows 95 or later 


CPU 2.66GHz Pentium 4 
RAM 1GB 
OS Windows XP Pro 





GRAPHICS32 1.5.1 









PRICE Free 

SUPPLIER Colin Wilson 

colin @wilsonc.demon.co.uk 
INFO www.wilsonc.demon.co.uk 


CPU Pentium or equivalent 
RAM 32MB 
OS Windows 98 or later 


CPU 2.66GHz Pentium 4 
RAM 1GB 
OS Windows XP Pro 


PE RESOURCE 
EXPLORER 2.0.0.1 


Value N/A 


Features 


0090000900 
KO AAA Ae) 


OVERALL 


| 











SOFTWARE 


GRAPHICS LIBRARY 





J. 
EDITOR'S 
CHOICE 


@ icrosoft introduced alpha- 
blending API routines into the 
operating system for Windows XP This 
presents a problem if you want to use 
similar techniques in your own apps. 
If you rely on those APIs, youre cutting 
Windows 98 and Me users out of the 
frame. Then theres per-pixel access to 
bitmaps: horrendously slow under the 
VCL framework. If you want to rotate a 
bitmap by an arbitrary number of 
degrees, forget it. Great though the 
VCL library is, it simply doesnt cut the 


RESOURCE EDITOR 











Q E Resource Explorer, as its name 
suggests, is a tool for peeking 
and poking at the resources inside a 
Win32 EXE, DLL or OCX file. As an added 
bonus, it will also work with compiled 
resource files (*RES). Because the 
author is a keen Delphi fan, the entire 
program has been written in Delphi and 
the full source code, like the program 
itself, can be downloaded for free. 

The Delphi-orientation of the 
program is further demonstrated by 
its ability to interpret those specialised 
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Graphics32 1.5.1 


Graphics32 is a fast 
and powerful library 
for Delphi and C++ 
Builder developers. 


mustard for serious 
graphics work. 

Enter Graphics32. 
Created by Alex 
Denisov, this 
freeware library 
addresses all these 
shortcomings, and a 
lot more. It includes 
full source code, and 
can be used without 
restriction in your own applications 
(even commercial ones), provided that 
you credit Alex for his work. 

A key feature of Graphics32 is the 
support for very fast per-pixel access, 
which is claimed to be up to 100 times 
faster than that provided via the 
standard TCanvas class. This may not 
be too surprising, because the Pixels 
property of TCanvas is notoriously slow. 

Another interesting capability is 
alpha-blending, which works whether 
or not theres native support in the 


PE Resource Explorer 
is an excellent editor/ 
browser, complete 

with full source code. 


form resources 
(RCDATA) used by 
Delphi-authored 
applications. Each 
form resource is 
displayed in a textual 
representation, 
along with any 
components on 
the form, and any 
properties that have 
been assigned a non-default value. 
This all appears in the same standard 
format that you see when right-clicking 
‘View as Text’ on a design-time form in 
the Delphi IDE. While displaying a forms 
components in this way, you can edit 
properties, and then save the results 
back to the original EXE file. 

This underlines the fact that PE 
Resource Explorer is a poker as well 
as a peeker; in other words, you can 
edit executable files ‘in-place’, as well 
as merely browsing the information 


operating system. You can also 

scale and rotate bitmaps, or apply 
transformations to them, and 
interpolation can be applied to improve 
display quality and remove ‘jaggies’. 
Try the ready-compiled demo programs 
to see how well this works. On the 
subject of jaggies, theres built-in 
support for line and polygon anti- 
aliasing, which can also be used in 
conjunction with alpha-blending to 
produce the sharpest-looking effects. 

A large number of high-quality 
demo programs are included (all with 
full source code) to demonstrate the 
Capabilities of the library, and you also 
get help documentation in CHM format. 

Finally, there's a very active support 
newsgroup, where other enthusiasts 
will help beginners to get started. We 
were Impressed by the demo 
programs, and its clear that Graphics32 
is fast enough to serve as the basis for 
the creation of terrific-looking alpha- 
blended buttons, list-boxes and other 
Delphi controls. Check out the 
newsgroup and the ‘Third-party’ 
section on the web site for other ideas. 
Dave Jewell 


PE Resource Explorer 2.0.0.1 


contained therein. What's unusual here 
is that the API calls needed to do this 
only exist on NI-class operating 
systems. Colin Wilson, however, has 
gone the extra mile, and written the 
necessary code to make this work 
even if youfe running his Resource 
Explorer on Windows 98. 

You'll find that there are many other 
delights on Colins web site besides 
PE Resource Explorer. In addition to 
his famous newsreader (XanaNews), 
theres a prototype newsgroup server. 
You'll also find a set of Pascal units that 
make it easy to author MMC (Microsoft 
Management Console) snap-ins using 
Delphi, various components for reading 
and writing MIDI files, and a great 
demo program called the IP Port 
Analyzer, which displays a list of current 
IP connections on your computer, 
together with the corresponding 
process — great for spotting Trojans. 

Colin is to be congratulated for 
writing such an extensive set of high- 
quality Delphi programming goodies, 
and for making them available with 
source code at no charge. 
Dave Jewell 





VoIP SYSTEM 


HARDWARE 


GROUP 3 NETeasyPhone 








V) oice over IP (VolP) is on the up. 
This technology enables you 
to have voice conversations digitally 
over the Internet. We first saw such a 
handset nearly three years ago, so It's 
far from a new idea. However, not only 
is it a great system for always-online 
businesses, its also becoming 
increasingly popular in the home. 
There are a large number of 
different VoIP systems. Some, such as 
the subscription service from BI, enable 
you to call any standard telephone 


It may look like a 
handset without the 
body, but this is 
actually a VoIP phone. 


number. Others, like 
this NETeasyPhone 
system, only enable 
you to call people 
that are using the 
same network. 

It's a similar 
scenario to getting 
Freeview or Sky for 
your TV. Sky gives 
you more choice, 
but if you opt for a Freeview box — or 
a NETeasyPhone — you only make a 
one-off payment. Furthermore, the cost 
per handset is minimal; our review kit 
consisted of a £3999 Standard handset 
(a simple device which looks like the 
top half of a slimline telephone) and a 
£4999 Classic model, which is more like 
a traditional phone with buttons. All 
you have to do is load the software, 
plug your phone into a USB socket 
and register for your 13-character 
NETeasyPhone password. 


The advantages of VoIP are 
obvious; buy two of these sets and 
you could send one to your friend in 
Australia, while keeping the other for 
yourself. Phone calls between the two 
then cost nothing. This system does 
work over a 56k connection, but dont 
expect much by way of performance. 
Broadband voice quality is far better. 

The only real problem is that, 
because you can only communicate 
with other people on your network, 
use is limited. If you have a headset 
or other microphone and headphone 
combination plugged into your PC, you 
might as well join a service such as 
Skype (www.skype.com). This enables 
you to call and speak to anyone on 
that network (but not normal phone 
lines) and, as its Internet-based, 
anyone can download the software. 
You can also do this with MSN 
Messenger. The only thing that youre 
paying for with the NETeasyPhone is 
the phone itself. While it's a good 
package, you might be better off going 
for a subscription-based model that 
gives you greater freedom. 

Dan Grabham 





PRICE £40 per phone, (£34 ex VAT), 
£75 for two (£64 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER www.neteasyphone.net 
INFO www.neteasyphone.net 
WARRANTY One year 


TECHNOLOGY VolP 

NET CONNECTION 56k modem, 
preferably ADSL 

INTERFACE USB 





C PCPlus ratings O 
GROUP 3 NETEASYPHONE 

CHEIID 

Getic DX 0090000 

( Performance YX) 00900000 














PRICE £1,199 (£1,020 ex VAT) 
DELIVERY £50 (£43 ex VAT) 
INFO wwwhp.co.uk 
SUPPLIER HP 0845 270 4142 
WARRANTY One year C&R 


CPU 2.8GHz Intel Mobile Pentium 4 
RAM 512MB 333MHz DDR 

HDD 60GB Hitachi, 4,200RPM 
DRIVES Toshiba dual-format DVD/RW 
GRAPHICS ATi Mobility Radeon 9200 
SCREEN 154in WXGA TFT (1,280x800) 
SOUND 3D Soundblaster 
Pro-compatible 16-bit 

SPEAKERS Stereo JBL Pro 

COMMS 802.11¢ Wi-Fi, 56K Modem, 
10/100 LAN 

PORTS 3x USB 2.0, 4-pin FireWire, 
Parallel, PCMCIA Type Il, VGA-Out, 
S-Video, Headphones, Mic 

OTHER HARDWARE 5-in-1 

Card Reader 

OS Windows XP Home Edition 
OTHER SOFTWARE Microsoft Word 
2002, Microsoft Works 7 InterVideo 
WinDVD, Roxio EasyCD Creator 

SIZE 362x278.5x456mm 

WEIGHT 3.5kg 


PCPlus 
MOBILE BENCHMARK 


PCPlus 
3D MARK 2001SE 
5,000 10,000 15,000 20,000 





A pair of JBL Pro stereo 
speakers, positioned at the 
bottom of the chassis, provide 
better-than-usual audio output. 


HP COMPAQ 
PRESARIO R3050EA 


Features 009000000 
Performance @0 0 0000 
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HARDWARE 


2.8GHz MOBILE PENTIUM 4 NOTEBOOK PC 


HP Compaq Presario R3050EA 





P has developed a cunning 
Strategy. A large proportion 
of its portable machines are 
flashy and attractive, making them 
ideal for image-conscious home users. 
The problem is, the company formerly 
known as Hewlett Packard also wants 
to release more sedate notebooks for 
office applications, and it doesn’t want 
the mundane nature of these to taint 
its exciting reputation. The solution 

is pure genius. It sells the business 
models under the Compaq banner 

that it bought around two years ago, 
with no mention of HP on either the 
packaging or the machine itself. Who 
would ever guess that these steadfastly 
Serious laptops are produced within the 
same warehouses as the multimedia 
Pavilion range? 

The Presario R3050EA is the latest 
result of this clever tactic. Dressed 
largely in matte black and silver, its 
casing is functional rather than 
inspiring. It's also heavier than the 
average laptop, at a hefty 3.5kg. 

This immediately places it in the 
occasionally portable, rather than 
regularly mobile, category. 

Further evidence of this limited 
range of movement is provided by the 
processor. HP has opted for a 2.8GHz 
mobile Pentium 4, rather than a low- 
voltage Pentium-M. Although this is 
designed for use inside notebooks, 
its far more power-hungry than the 
Centrino component. This is a major 
factor in a battery life that fails to match 
the standards set by most modern 
notebooks. Using MobileMark2002, we 
recorded a lifespan of two and a half 
hours. The trouble is, this processor 
also falls slightly short in terms of 
performance. Working alongside a 
reasonably healthy 512MB of 3533MHz 
DDR RAM, it only managed a 
MobileMark score of 125. Admittedly 
this is curtailed somewhat by the 
limited battery life, but wed still hope 
for better. 


Feature-lensth 

This processing handicap is a great 
shame, as the vast majority of the 
R3050EAs other features are hugely 
enticing. It's certainly well-equipped 
for any form of communication. Three 
USB 2.0 ports, a 4-pin FireWire and a 
PCMCIA Type Il slot are backed up by a 
5-in-1 card reader — ideal, not only for 
photographs, but also for any data 
transferred from a PDA. As an added 
touch, HP has clearly labelled the 
location of each socket around the 
edge of the keyboard. This saves you 
scouring the exterior every time you 
want to plug anything in. If wireless 











It’s not as eye-catching as HP’s Pavilion series, but then the presario R3050EA is 
designed to appeal to an audience that’s more interested in price and performance. 





As you'd expect from a manufacturer 
that’s as well-established as HP, the all- 
round build quality is excellent. 


networks are your bag, you'll consider 
built-in 802.112 support to be another 
great plus point. This is, of course, 
backwards-compatible with the older 
802.11b standard. 

Internal storage concerns are 
covered by a DVD/RW drive, which is 
a surprising but welcome addition at 
this price, and a less inspiring 60GB 
Hitachi hard drive. Tested in HD Tach, 
the HDD recorded a random access 
time of 12.2ms, and an average read 
speed of 21.5Mb/s. This is about what 
youd expect from a mobile 4200RPM 
drive, and is perfectly acceptable within 
a notebook. 

This Presarios sound capabilities 
are nothing to get too excited about. 
16-bit stereo output is fed through a 
pair of average speakers. Much more 
interesting is the graphics capability. 

A Mobility Radeon 9200 may not quite 
be the crème de la crème, but It’s still 
a very good, erm, crème. This is 
particularly true considering that this 
notebook is designed for business 


applications, and not games. 

A score of 6,951 in 3DMark2001SE 
shows that it will handle most 
graphic-heavy software with 
ease, while 1,121 in the 2003 
version of the benchmark 

even bodes reasonably well for 
DirectX 9 games. Everything is 
displayed in style on a 1,280x800 
154in widescreen. 

Generally in laptop reviews, 
we dont say too much about the 
bundled software, as it tends to 
be pretty dull. On this occasion, though, 
HP has thrown in a generous selection 
of mainly work-based apps, which 
really add to the value of the machine. 
Microsoft Word 2002, InterVideo 
WinDVD, and Roxio EasyCD Creator all 
make an appearance, while Microsoft 
Works fulfils office suite requirements. 
Its hardly Office 2003, 
but its handy nonetheless. 

So, on the whole there are far 
more positives to this notebook than 
negatives. The problem is, we cant 
think of how you would want to use 
it. If youre a regular traveller, you'll be 
put off by the bulky chassis, not to 
mention the disappointing battery 
life. If on the other hand, youre in 
the market for a desktop replacement, 
you'll want far more in the way of 
processing power. Admittedly, some 
business users will want something 
of a hybrid machine — one that 
combines a degree of portability with 
a certain amount of oomph. However, 
there are still better alternatives; 
consider the Acer Aspire 2003 WLMi 
reviewed in PC Plus 214. 

Russell James 





PRICE £188 (£160 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER HP 08705 47 4747 
INFO www.hp.co.uk 
WARRANTY One year 


PRINT RESOLUTION 4 800dpi 
SCAN RESOLUTION 600x2,400dpi, 
36-bit 

PRINT SPEED 17ppm (mono), 
12ppm (colour) 

COPY SPEED 17ppm 

FAX 33.6kbps colour 

MEMORY 16MB 

INPUT TRAY CAPACITY 100 sheets 
MEDIA SIZES A4, A5, B5, DL 
envelopes, C6 envelopes, 

A6 cards, custom 

INTERFACE USB 2.0 

SIZE 450x290x230mm 

WEIGHT 5.3kg 





HP OFFICEJET 5510 
Value 0090000000 
Features 00900900000 


Performance @0 0 0000090 


OVERALL 











PRICE £225 (£207 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER Epson 0870 241 6900 
INFO www.epson.co.uk 
WARRANTY One year 


PRINT RESOLUTION 5760x1440 dpi 
SCAN RESOLUTION 2400x4800 

dpi (48-bit) 

PRINT SPEED 17ppm (mono), 
16ppm (colour) 

COPY SPEED 10ppm (mono), 
18ppm (colour) 

INPUT TRAY CAPACITY 150 sheets 
MEDIA SIZES A4, 9x13cm, 10x15cm, 
13x18cm, 20x30cm, 3.5x 5in, 4x6in, 
5x8in, 8xl0in, A5, A6, B5, Legal, 
Executive, Letter, Half Letter, EPSON 
Panoramic 210x594mm, Envelope 
C6 (162x114mm), Envelope No 10 
(241.3x104.8mm), Envelope DL 
(220x110mm), Envelope 220x132mm 
INTERFACE USB 2.0, Flash 

media card reader 

SIZE 456x439x299mm 

WEIGHT 10kg 


EPSON STYLUS 
PHOTO RX500 

Value 009000000 
009000000 
Performance @ 000000090 


Features 


OVERALL 











| 


HARDWARE 


ALL-IN-ONE INKJET PRINTER 








@ ulti-function devices are 
continually growing in popularity, 
All the printing big boys now dally 
with all-in-ones; see the Epson RX500 
reviewed below. Unlike the Epson, 
however, the new HP officejet 5510 
really is an all-in-one’ machine, 
adding standalone fax functionality, 
and more, to its repertoire. 

At the heart of the new officejet 
is a fast inkjet printer, capable of 
mustering 17 pages per minute of 
mono text output and 12ppm for colour 


ALL-IN-ONE INKJET PRINTER 








O psons six-ink photo printing has 
long been of the highest quality, 
and the new budget R200 gives it to 
you at a real knockdown price. The 
RX500 offers the same excellent 
quality, using the same six, individually- 
replaceable ink cartridges, so you can 
check out the details of that side of 
things in the R200 review opposite. 
The only real difference in printing is 
that the RX500 does it all slightly faster. 
The big attraction of the all-in-one 
device is that it adds a great quality 
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HP Officejet 5510 





The 5510's fax and 
photocopy functions 
are boosted by the 
auto document feeder. 


text and graphics. 
These figures relate 
to draft mode, which 
isn't amazing in 
terms of quality; the 
speed drops by half 
if you switch to fast 
normal’ quality mode 
and further still in 
‘normal’ mode. At 
this setting, however, 
the print quality is very good, with crisp 
black text and vivid colour; its worth 
the extra wait. In ‘best’ quality mode, 
both mono and colour text output 
drops to a disappointing one page per 
minute, which really is sluggish. The 
only time it’s really worth using the 
‘best’ setting is for photo output, which 
the HP handles pretty well. The quality 
isn't on a par with the Epson RX500, 
but, considering the officejet uses a 
four-colour rather than a six-colour ink 
system, it isn't bad. Unfortunately, an A4 


Epson Stylus Photo 


Buttons aplenty and 
a simple interface 
make standalone 
photocopying easy. 


photo scanner into 
the bargain, built 
into the lid of the 
printer. While the 
2,400x4,800 dpi 
scanner is more than 
capable of reflective 
scanning of photo 
prints, or any other 
documents that you 
care to throw at it, 
the high resolution is also ideal for 
transparency scanning. Io this end, the 
RX500 goes one better than almost all 
other multi-function devices by having 
a transparency adaptor as standard, 
which can accommodate strips of 
35mm film or transparencies of up 

to six exposures in length. It will also 
take up to four mounted 35mm frames 
in a single bit. The quality of the 
transparency scanning, while not being 
up to the excellent level of reflective 
scans, is still surprisingly sharp, and 


colour photocopy took a lengthy 
six-and a-half minutes in our tests. 

The general scan and print quality 
are both very good, and the HP brings 
these two aspects together very well 
to form a neat standalone photocopier. 
A simple LCD text display panel, with 
an associated collection of Copy, Scan 
and Fax buttons, makes picking out 
the settings you want easy. The menu 
system caters for standalone quantity, 
quality and zoom settings. These 
include choices for type of paper — 
we used HP's Premium Plus Photo 
Paper Glossy for the photo tests. 

There are two aspects in which the 
HP definitely earns its officejet’ tag. 
Unlike the photo-biased Epson, the HP 
includes that standalone fax facility that 
we mentioned earlier, and also adds a 
20-sheet Auto Document Feeder. This 
makes copying, faxing and scanning 
multi-page documents a breeze, 
compared with most budget-conscious 
all-in-ones. For the small or home 
office, the 5510 is a very useful piece of 
kit, especially if space-saving is more of 
a priority than out-and-out print speed. 
Matthew Richards 





RX500 


very good in terms of colour rendition. 

One of the big attractions of MFDs 
is their ability to carry out standalone 
photocopying, without the need for the 
host PC to be switched on. The RX500 
offers the usual range of standalone 
functions, including zoom levels 
from 25 to 400 per cent, options for 
borderless, small margins or standard 
prints, and print quantity settings. 
Power up the PC, and you get ‘smart 
panel’ control direct from the printer 
for scanning to email, web, PDF PDA or 
OCR. You can also take full advantage 
of the six-format media card reader, 
which otherwise relies on the printing 
of an index sheet for photo selection; 
theres no photo preview screen on 
the printer. 

Unlike the similarly-priced Canon 
MP390 (reviewed in PC Plus 215), theres 
no fax machine built in, so you have 
to rely on the PC for a fax connection. 
However, what you lose in fax 
functionality you gain in photo quality, 
due to the six-ink printing system, 
making the Epson RX500 the MFD 
of choice for photographers. 
Matthew Richards 





ACCOUNTING 


Intuit QuickBooks 2004 


ost business in the UK is 
small business, so the 
market for SME (Small to 
Medium-sized Enterprise) accounting 
software is suitably large, and well 
worth chasing after. Intuit has for a 
long while been chipping away at 
Sages dominance of this sector, but 
has really only made inroads into the 
Instant Accounting lower end of the 
range. With the latest Premier and Pro 
versions of QuickBooks 2004, however, 
it looks like Sage Line 50 is well and 
truly under attack. 

For those new to QuickBooks the 
fun starts very affordably, with the 
regular version offering a typical mix 
to suit all types of business. You get 
invoicing and customer sales account 
management, along with cash, bank 
and credit card account tracking. VAT 
handling is built into all the modules, 
and if you need to record bills from 
suppliers then you can find purchase 
invoice tracking on the menu. 

Moving up to QuickBooks Pro adds 
an extra layer, sales and purchase order 
processing, which can be very useful 
for the telesales or mail order business. 
You'll also find parts assembly stock 
control on the menu, to help your 
company make finished items out 
of multiple component parts. 
QuickBooks Pro's job tracking features 
mean that youte able to record various 
projects separately, and the time- 
tracking module handles billing 
concerns for those who charge by the 
hour. The Premier version takes this all 
a Stage further, with business plan 
projections, forecasting and forward 
business planning. 





Sitting pretty 
All this functionality could, of course, 
become quite unwieldy, but Intuit has 
tried hard to keep things organised, by 
grouping features together into ‘activity 
centres’. Taking suppliers as an 
example, you can record purchase 
orders, supplier invoices and bills 
received and make payments, all 
from the Supplier Activity home page. 
QuickBooks covers the sales 
process by offering quotes and 
estimates, and turns these into invoices 
without any further data entry. You can 
send invoices by email, and even 
include a ‘pay now’ button for instant 
on-line payment (providing you 
subscribe to this service, of course). 
For those who want to join the 
premier league, QuickBooks adds more 
management accounting features, 
such as business plan creation and 
budgeting. You can also see statistics 
concerning expected profits, sales 


SOFTWARE 


PRICE Regular £150 (£128 ex VAT) 
Pro £300 (£255 ex VAT) 

Premier £500 (£425 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER Intuit 0845 606 2161 
INFO www.quickbooks.co.uk 
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There's plenty to get to grips with on the QuickBooks 2004 menu. All this functionality 
could become unwieldy, but navigators and activity centres ease the clutter. 





QuickBooks now sports a new fixed 
asset register, in which you can store 
details of all your equipment. 


turnover and asset liquidity based on 
your particular business type, all via 
the links to online services. 

Both Pro and Premier QuickBooks 
get a brand new loan manager, so you 
can ask the software to break down 
scheduled repayments into interest and 
capital. You can also try out ‘what if’ 
loan scenarios, to see which loan rate 
and repayment terms would be the 
best for your situation. The new 
cashflow projector can then detail 
what might happen in the bank 
account over the coming weeks, using 
the data already in the system. You can 
then add payments not anticipated by 
the software, and alter likely receipts, 
using a wizard-based question and 
answer session. 

Like Sage Line 50, QuickBooks now 
includes a new fixed asset manager, 
which includes depreciation and 
disposal information. This should make 
life considerably easier at the end of 
the financial year if you have lots of 
plant or machinery on the books. 


All versions of the software now sport 
better integration with Microsoft's 
Outlook and Office applications, so you 
can synchronise contacts and import 
accounts information from Excel, for 
example. Other timesaving extras 
include semi-automatic supplier order 
creation, which gives you the option 
of raising a new purchase order if you 
run low on stock while fulfilling a sales 
order. In addition there are several new 
time-tracking alerts, which combine to 
make it difficult to invoice a customer 
and inadvertently leave unbilled 
reimbursable items outstanding. 

For the self-employed individual 
with a car on the books, QuickBooks 
now offers mileage tracking. This 
helps you arrive at business and 
non-business mileage figures easily, 

At first glance, Sage Instant 
Accounting still looks the simpler 
option for the entry-level small 
business, and it probably is, although 
the regular version of QuickBooks 
offers more for your money, and a very 
Slick interface to boot. With QuickBooks 
Pro and Premier however, Intuit now 
has Line 50 firmly in its sights. Sage 
may bundle more exotic forecasting 
software, but Intuit again wins on a 
cost-per-feature comparison basis, 
particularly for the small network of up 
to five users. You'll find that more on 
the menu means a steeper learning 
curve, and a longer period will be 
necessary before youre able to get the 
most from the software, but Intuit is 
pretty much defining small business 
accounting with QuickBooks now, and 
version 2004 merits a long, hard look. 
William Timpson 
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The loan manager makes light 
work of looking after your loan 
repayments, and you can try 
‘what if scenarios. 


INTUIT 
QUICKBOOKS 2004 
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PRICE £60 (£51 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER Vip Computers 
08/01 64 8501 

INFO wwwjetway.com.tw 
WARRANTY Two years 


CPU SUPPORT Pentium 4 
400/533/800MHZ FSB 

MEMORY 3x DDR400 DIMM 

3GB Max) 

EXPANSION 1x AGP 8X, 5x PCI, 10/100 
Ethernet, 2x Ultra ATA 133, 2x Serial ATA 
RAID, 4x USB 2.0, PS/2 keyboard, PS/2 
mouse, 1x Serial, 1x Parallel, 5x Audio 
SIZE 305x210mm 


was, 





JETWAY PTSOOTWIN 
Value 00900000900 
00900000 
Performance @ @ 0 000 


OVERALL (7) 





Features 





PRICE TBC 

SUPPLIER Milltech Computers 
01946 69 6200 

INFO www.fic.com.tw 
WARRANTY One Year 


CPU SUPPORT Pentium 4 
400/533/800MHZ FSB 

MEMORY 2x DDR400 DIMM 

2GB Max) 

EXPANSION 1x AGP 8X, 5x PCI, 10/100 
Ethernet, 2x Ultra ATA 133, 2x Serial ATA 
RAID, 6x USB 2.0, 1x PS/2 keyboard, 

1x PS/2 mouse, 2x Serial, 1x Parallel, 
3x Audio 

SIZE 305x210mm 


~~ 


FIC P4-800T 


Features CELAA AA) 
Performance @ @ 000 











HARDWARE 


PENTIUM 4 ATX MOTHERBOARD 


Jetway PT8&00TWIN 








Q heres little exciting about the 
current slew of motherboard 
releases. The fastest chipsets are tried 
and tested, while the spectre of the 
BIX standard means that most 
manufacturers are concentrating on 
next generation designs. Into this 
wasteland wanders Jetway’s latest 
offering, an affordable motherboard 
with a potentially neat twist — it 
supports two concurrent users. 
Multiple-user support aside, 
this resembles any other budget 


PENTIUM 4 ATX MOTHERBOARD 


The PTSOOTWIN may 
support two concurrent 
users, but performance 
is more than halved. 


Intel motherboard. 
Support for up to 
3GB of DDR400 
memory is a must in 
this day and age, as 
is Serial ATA RAID, 
onboard six-channel 
audio and the usual 
profusion of USB 

20 ports. Theres 

no IEEE1394 support, 
but for £60 this isn't too surprising, and 
overall you certainly get good value. 

Of course, It's the multi-user aspect 
of the board that’s the main selling 
point. The bundled MagiclIwin software 
handles this side of things, helped by 
the inclusion of the PS/2 keyboard and 
mouse splitters, which enable you to 
connect two keyboards and mice to the 
machine. You'll need a graphics card 
that supports a dual-head AGP graphics 
card (although the software doesn't 
currently support ATI graphics cards). 


FIC P4-800T 





V) IAs position in the motherboard 
marketplace is cruelly highlighted 
by FICS latest offering. Gone are the 
days of leading the pack — VIA is now 
resigned to producing value chipsets 
for budget manufacturers. That's not 
to say that you should dismiss the 
P4-8001, especially if price is an Issue. 
The general specification for the 
P4-800T is striking enough, boasting 
most, if not all, the features you would 
want from a modern motherboard 
upgrade. A healthy smattering of USB 
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The P4-800T has the 
features, but it’s let 
down by sluggish 
memory throughput. 


20 ports is joined 
by support for Serial 
AIA drives, onboard 
10/100Mbit Ethernet 
and integrated 
software-driven six- 
channel sound. FIC 
has bundled two PCI 
brackets with the 
motherboard, the 
first boasting an 
additional pair of USB 2.0 ports (taking 
the total out of the box to six), while 
the second hosts two IEEE1394 ports. 
With support for the latest Intel 
processors and DDR400 memory, you 
may be questioning how VIAS solution 
is lacking in any way. The memory 
throughput of 3,028MB/s shows the 
main weakness of this chipset, rolling 
in some 2,000MB/s lower than 
offerings from Intel and SiS. The reason 
for this difference is that the VIA PT800 
north bridge boasts a single DDR400 





You'll also need two Windows licences. 

The point of this system is a time- 
sharing solution that gives each user 
full access to the system at any given 
time, thanks to fast switching between 
them. Such a solution is fine for two 
people that are rarely on the machine 
at the same time, but it does slow 
everything down unbearably if one 
user really thrashes the system. 

The performance garnered from this 
motherboard was skewed by the fact 
that it only recognised the test 3.0GHz 
Pentium 4 as a 24GHz model. This 
doesn't instill much confidence, and 
dont forget that performance is more 
than halved when two people are 
using the machine at the same time. 
In single-user operation, the overall 
SYSMark 2002 score of 241 is a little on 
the low side, but fine for simple work. 

With the price of non-performance 
hardware dropping all the time, it's 
probably worth buying two cheaper 
systems as opposed to one fast one 
using this technology. Only consider 
this option if the second user doesn't 
really do any work. 

Alan Dexter 


memory controller, as opposed to the 
dual controllers of the competition. 
This sluggish memory throughput 
should equate to significantly slower 
overall performance, although in testing 
the difference was only really apparent 
in memory-intensive applications. This 
was highlighted by the 3DMark 2001SE 
score of 15,133 3DMarks, more than 
3,000 3DMarks lower than the SiS655- 
driven Asus P4S800D-E. The SYSMark 
2002 score of 280 is strong enough. 
The inclusion of an automated 
installation routine is a positive step 
on FICS part, although this is let down 
by a questionable hardware detection 
system. This erroneously detected and 
attempted to install drivers for an Intel 
Extreme Graphics 2 subsystem, which 
obviously produced an error. The 
motherboard is a little cramped around 
the memory and AGP slots, which can 
be frustrating when upgrading. Also 
the inclusion of only two DIMM sockets 
makes upgrading potentially expensive. 
Overall, this is worth considering 
only if cash is tight, and you dont plan 
to run memory-intensive applications. 
Alan Dexter 





PRICE £162 (£138 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER www.dabs.com 
INFO wwwiacie.com 
WARRANTY Iwo years 


FORMATS DVD+R, DVD+RW, DVD-R, 
DVD-RW, CD-R, CD-RW 

WRITE SPEEDS 8x DVD+R, 

4x DVD+RW, 12x DVD-ROM 
INTERFACE USB 2.0 and FireWire 





LACIE 8X D2 DVD+RW 


Features CAAA AA) 
Performance @0 0 0000090 








PRICE £347 (£296 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER Corex 

+49 2203 9113334 (Germany) 
INFO www.corex.com 
WARRANTY Iwo years 


INTERFACE USB 2.0 

MEDIA TYPES Business cards 
BUNDLED SOFTWARE Corex drivers 
and utilities 

SIZE 170x104x53mm 

WEIGHT 400¢ 


COREX CARDSCAN 600C 


009000000 
ALOI i > a) 


OVERALL 


Features 


| 














HARDWARE 


RE-WRITABLE DVD DRIVE 








O espite working with Porsche 
on the drive housing for certain 
models, LaCie has elected to use the 
older d2 casing for its latest, and 
potentially greatest, external DVD 
rewriter. Supporting DVD+R media at 
up to 8x speeds, and DVD+RW up to 
4x writing speeds, this isn't only one 
of the more versatile external drives 
around, its also one of the quickest. 
Closer inspection reveals that theres 
an NEC ND-2500A hidden inside the 
casing, and its the new technology in 


CARD SCANNER 








0) f all the bits of paper that fly 
around the office, its business 
cards that require the speediest 
transformation to digital form. However, 
they're also the items that are most 
likely to pile up unprocessed, so the 
prospect of transferring their data 
automatically should be appealing. 
Outwardly the CardScan 600c is an 
attractive device, with the diminutive 
Slate-grey unit squatting unobtrusively 
on your desk. It’s fast too, taking a few 
seconds to scan, and around 10 more 
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The LaCie DVD/RW is 
a serious piece of kit, 
for professional and 
amateur users. 


this drive that brings 
support for the faster 
media and writing 
speeds. NECS drive 
impressed us in the 
recent DVD+RW 
group test, and a 
partnership with 
LaCie, with its 
knowledge of 
external interfaces, 
can only be a positive move. 

The decision to go with the more 
robust drive casing will be welcomed 
by both the style-conscious and those 
wanting a sturdier drive. The fact that it 
can be housed in a rack using optional 
brackets shows how serious a piece 
of kit this is, although casual users 
shouldnt be put off. 

LaCie has bundled a reasonable 
collection of software with the drive 
— MyDVD Video Suite, Arcsoft Showbiz 
and WinDVD being joined by Roxio 


Corex CardScan 600c 


There are features 
galore, but too many 
fail in the execution. 
It’s all very frustrating. 


to process the image 
through the OCR 
software. Even using 
the allegedly more 
sluggish Colour 
mode doesn't slow it 
down. Unfortunately, 
once you hit the 
Process button and 
get the text on to 
your screen, the 
allure fades almost instantly, 

Text recognition is simply too poor 
to be useful, regularly churning out 
absolute gibberish that you must 
manually edit. Only the plainest and 
simplest cards give results that can be 
immediately understood, but even then 
you've got to painstakingly compare 
them to the original, as invariably crucial 
numbers and letters are misrecognised. 

The problems are made more 
bearable by the fact that the scan itself 
is saved in the main interface, so you 


LaCie 8x d2 DVD+RW 


Easy CD Creator Basic. This last 
inclusion isn't the most powerful piece 
of authoring software you'll ever use, 
but its capable of most media jobs. 
While the versatility offered by the 
rest of the package is important, its the 
performance that will ultimately make 
or break this drive. With 14 minutes and 
12 seconds required to write to 8x 
media, this is far slower than the 
specification would have you believe. 
Writing performance is a lot stronger 
when it comes to 4x DVD+RW media, 
taking 14 minutes and 45 seconds on 
average. You should expect similar 
times from similarly-paced DVD-R and 
DVD-RW media when it becomes 
available. With just under four minutes 
needed to produce a CD-R, things 
arent too shoddy at the cheaper end 
of the media-authoring scale either. 
The fact that the drive can be used 
with Macs as well as PCs, and supports 
the latest fastest media, makes It a 
tempting choice. It's just a shame that 
the writing performance is a little less 
than stunning. It's considerably dearer 
than internal options, too. 
Alan Dexter 





can refer back to it. However, this is 
regularly and infuriatingly crippled by a 
tendency for all but the thinnest cards 
to fail to feed properly, meaning that 
the bottom edge, and any data on it, 
is often missed out completely. For a 
device with such a specific application 
this is a deeply puzzling oversight. 

Once you've edited your contacts 
into something approaching usability, 
things improve. The software interface 
is simple and intuitive, and offers an 
impressive depth of functionality, 
including the very handy ability to 
upload your address book to online 
Storage for safe back-up, remote access 
and Plaxo-style auto-administration. 
Less helpfully, the option to view a 
map of a contacts address using 
MapQuest defaults to the US, but youre 
more likely to bounce the data straight 
into your email program and Corex 
supports most mail apps, along with 
Palm and Microsoft handhelds. 

On the whole, though, the Cardscan 
requires too much manual data entry, 
and, when you factor in the whopping 
price, its impossible to recommend. 
Jon Hicks 








PRICE £56 (£48 ex VAT) 

Patch Manager — per node £8 
(£7 ex VAT) 

SUPPLIER Landesk Software 


0118 902 6565 
INFO wwwiandesksoftware.co.uk 


CPU Pentium II or higher 

RAM 512MB 

OS Windows 2000 Server/Advanced 
Server, Server 2003 


CPU 1./GHz Dual Xeon 
RAM 1GB PC2100 
OS Windows Server 2003 


Properties for MS03-048 


D 9824145. exe 
©) 824145. exe 
(SD G24 45cm 
©) 6241 45.exe 





Critical updates and associated 
patches can be reviewed, 

and selected for download 

to the core server. 


LANDESK SOFTWARE 
LANDESK MANAGEMENT 
SUITE 8/PATCH 
MANAGER 8 

Value 009000000 
009000000 
Performance @ 000000 


Features 


OVERALL 











| 


EXPERT REVIEWS 


NETWORK MANAGEMENT 


LANDesk Management 
Suite 8/Patch Manager 8 


n the world of network 
management, LANDesk 
Management Suite (LDMS) 
has always impressed. It 
offers an excellent range of features 
to reduce workstation and server 
management overheads, and simplify 
support issues. Ever since it cast off 
Intel in 2002, LDMS has benefited from 
a continuous development program, 
and this latest version heralds in the 
new Patch Manager utility. This could 
prove to be a useful companion to the 
core LDMS product, as its designed 
specifically to ensure that Microsoft OS 
application-critical updates 
and patches are deployed 
across the network as soon 
as they become available. It 
ties this in with vulnerability 
assessment, by remotely 
scanning selected systems. 

Patch Manager requires 
the core LDMS server to be 
already loaded, and after a 
swift installation it appears 
as a new option in the main 
interface — a smart move, 
because it keeps everything gathered 
together neatly under one roof. The first 
task is to create a client configuration 
profile to deploy the new vulnerability 
scanning service to clients. As with the 
main LDMS client services, this can be 
pulled or pushed from the core server, 
or integrated into the log-in script. We 
found that the easiest method was 
to schedule this as a new task, and 
drag-and-drop all the target systems 
from the network view. 

Before any scanning can take place 
you need to update Patch Manager 
with the latest vulnerabilities for 
Windows and, if required, Sun Solaris 
systems. This process is nicely 
Streamlined; you can run manual 
downloads from the Patch Manager, 
or use the Task Scheduler to run them 
regularly, at daily, weekly or monthly 
intervals. Expect your first run to take 
a while, as the process automatically 
downloads vulnerability details for 
Windows OSes and other Microsoft 
applications. These include Office, 
Exchange and SQL Server, along with 
all current Microsoft Security Bulletins. 
Take care if selecting the option to 
retrieve patches for all vulnerabilities, 
because, although this can run in the 
background, where it wont interfere 
with general LDMS operations, it 
will take a very long time. 

All new downloads can be placed 
under Patch Manager in the unassigned 
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After a swift installation, Patch Manager appears as a new option in the main 
LDMS interface, keeping everything gathered neatly together under one roof. 


f- Update Vulnerabilities Settings 


(US West - Windows 
CIUS West - Sun Solais 


C {ot gil telerenced patches [This may take a long tne) 





Downloads of the latest and greatest 
Microsoft vulnerabilities can be run 
regularly, at scheduled intervals. 


vulnerability group, and then selected 
en masse or individually, and moved to 
the included vulnerability group, which 
is used by the client to determine what 
should be checked for. Any detected 
vulnerabilities are placed in a separate 
group. You can select each one, view 
the details, and ask LDMS to download 
the necessary patch. The AutoFix 
option enables you to run scans on 
selected clients, and leave LDMS to 
attempt to apply the relevant patch 
automatically. Patch Manager defaults 
to scanning all clients once a day, but 
you can create your own custom 
schedules, which can be applied to 
different groups of clients. 

All required patches can be easily 
viewed in the same window as the 
vulnerability groups. You can see which 
ones have yet to be downloaded, or 


are resident on the core server, 
and you can also view patches 
specific to each OS platform, 

or by application. The whole 
process can be completely 
automated, because once the 
patch for a detected security 
hole has been downloaded to 
the core server, you can select 
the AutoFix option and leave 
the scheduled scanning tasks 
to find and fix each vulnerability 
in the background. If new leaks 
are found, they can be easily 
spotted. Patch Manager places 
them in the unassigned group, 
ready for review. 

Installation of the LDMS core 
server could be helped along — the 
documentation is getting sloppy — 
particularly for Server 2003, as you 
must ensure that ASPNET is activated 
first from the Windows Components. 
The server was failing on this in the 
prerequisite test, and the information 
provided at the installation screen for 
fixing this is actually incorrect. 
Furthermore, the advice we were 
initially given by LANDesk support to 
overcome this actually screwed up the 
core server, so it couldnt run the Patch 
Manager vulnerability scans. Apart from 
this glitch were still very impressed 
with the level of management features 
provided by LDMS 8, and as the stream 
of security bulletins issuing forth from 
Microsoft could soon turn into a 
deluge, the new Patch Manager will 
become an invaluable ally. 

Dave Mitchell 





PRICE £351 (£299 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER MYOB 0845 130 3975 
INFO www.myob.co.uk 


CPU 200MHz Pentium or equivalent 
RAM 32MB 
OS Windows 95 or later 


CPU Athlon 1200+ 
RAM 512MB 
OS Windows XP 





MYOB ACCOUNTING PLUS 


Features CAAA AA) 
Performance OAA e) 
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PRICE £40 (£34 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER Moneysoft 0845 644 4555 
INFO www.moneysoft.co.uk 


CPU Pentium or equivalent 
RAM 32MB 
OS Windows 95 or later 


CPU Athlon 1200+ 


MONEYSOFT MONEY 
MANAGER 2000 


C 














SOFTWARE 


ACCOUNTING 


MYOB Accounting Plus 
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H) eading up a range that goes 
from the start-up Business 
Basics, and includes MYOB Accounting 
for the single user, MYOB Accounting 
Plus is a lot of accounting system for a 
very competitive price. The software 
offers a typical mix for handling the 
sales side of things, from the creation 
of sales orders to the preparation of 
quotations and then invoicing. 
Fully-specified customer and 
supplier ledgers are included, and a 
banking module provides options for 


ACCOUNTING 


MYOB Accounting Plus 
now sports a register, 
where you can enter 
receipts and payments. 


cash receipts and 
payments, and 
cheque and 
credit card entries. 
Everything that you 
enter through these 
modules eventually 
arrives at a proper 
double-entry 
nominal ledger 
— something your 
accountant will be very happy to see. 
Perhaps not quite as slick as 
QuickBooks from Intuit, MYOB 
Accounting Plus nevertheless benefits 
from a very uncluttered layout and 
exceptional accessibility. You can 
quickly drill down from anywhere you 
happen to be right back to the original 
journal, at which point you can edit, 
erase or reverse the entry. The software 
is intuitive to use and data entry forms 
are kept as simple as possible, and you 
can also use a direct entry ‘register’, 


just as with QuickBooks. 

Accounting Plus includes an 
integrated contact management 
system, with cards for employees and 
personal contacts, as well as the usual 
Suppliers and customers. You also get a 
time-billing module, with reimbursable 
expenses, and an integrated UK- 
specific PAYE/Nl-calculating payroll 
system built-in. Multi-level job costing 
offers excellent profit and loss reporting, 
and ‘bill of materials’ stock control 
allows finished stock items to be 
made up from other component parts. 

Online e-banking may well be 
confined to importing a previously 
downloaded bank statement for 
reconciliation purposes, but with a 
new report viewer and the addition 
of category analysis, MYOB Accounting 
Plus now compares more favourably 
with the likes of QuickBooks Pro. 

Add to this full multi-user operation, 
including the choice of multi-currency 
accounting, and you really will be 
hard-pushed to find better value 
accounting software, offering this sort 
of functionality, for your small business. 
William Timpson 


Moneysoft Money Manager 2000 
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Oo ts not often these days that 

a piece of software arrives 

on a single floppy disk. Were now 
accustomed to installation CDs that 
contain hundreds of megabytes of 
application and associated program 
files, which take up acres of disk space 
and require kilowatts of PC power to 
run. Money Manager is a little different. 
Not only does the software come on 
one floppy, it takes up barely 4MB of 
disk space, and will work happily on a 
PC running any version of Windows. 
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Money Manager's 
main screen enables 
you to easily keep 
track of your accounts. 


You could be 
forgiven for thinking, 
then, that Money 
Manager probably 
doesn't do very 
much, but actually 
you get everything 
you need to do the 
job in hand. Theres 
a main data entry 
screen, which looks 
like the ‘register’ favoured by the likes 
of Microsoft Money and Intuits Quicken. 
Above this is a reminder bar, with all 
the account codes and categories that 
you can use for analysis. You can also 
see a list of standing orders and direct 
debits, and you can switch accounts 
via a drop-down list, or view the 
entries for all accounts on one screen. 

Bank reconciliation is simply a 
matter of displaying an un-reconciled 
running balance column, and then 
ticking those entries that also appear 


on your paper bank statement. You can 
import downloaded statements from 
your bank, and enter these into Money 
Manager. Cheques can be printed from 
payment entries, and theres a free- 
format form designer to help you get 
just the layout you want. 

Reports are a particularly strong 
point of Money Manager, and you can 
sort the displayed and printed results in 
a number of different ways. Statements 
are also instantly available for any 
bank account, showing individual 
transactions and an automatically- 
calculated running balance. 

Money Manager harks back to a 
different era; in fact the software has 
been around since the Amstrad PCW. 
You shouldn't really compare it with 
more sophisticated applications such 
as Quicken from Intuit or Microsoft 
Money, but it does a straightforward 
job well. If all you want to do is keep 
a track of your bank accounts, then 
Money Manager will do the job nicely, 
and you can opt for the ‘business’ 
version if you need to handle VAT, 
and track customers and suppliers. 
Tim Woodward 





SECURE FILE DELETION 


08.0 SafeErase 


% ORO SafeErase Preferences 


Highest Security 


High Security 


Medium Security 


Low Security 


Lowest Security 





È ver since the Recycle Bin came 
into existence with Windows 95, 
deleting a file has always been a bit 
of a hit-and-miss affair. All too often, 
people forget to empty their recycle 
bin, which leaves supposedly deleted 
files easily recoverable for anyone with 
a basic grasp of Windows. It's hardly 
an ideal situation. 

So, what do you do when you 
don't want your kids to root out your 
files with a single click? O&0's answer 
is SafeErase, which adds an option to 


FILE RECOVERY 


Why anyone would 
want anything other 
than ‘Highest’ security 








is beyond us. 


the right-click menu 
in Explorer to allow 
you to securely 
delete files. In 
action, you have 
five security options: 
Lowest, Low, 
Medium, High and 
Highest, with the last 
being the slowest. 
At first glance this 
seems like a nice way to let the user 
choose between speed and security, 
but really its just fluff; if youte paranoid 
enough to want to securely delete your 
files, then you'll probably always use 
‘Highest’ security. 

Performance-wise, deleting a 
file at Highest security ran at about 
0.16/MB/s on our test computer, which 
isn't bad considering it overwrites the 
data 2/ times. One minor downside is 
that it's hard to tell whether it has 
worked, as you need some pretty 


0&0 UnErase 


Ta OFF0 Unkrase 


PAXxoOr yI 


(17 Fe 








O ack in the glory days of DOS, the 
‘undelete’ command was every 


administrator's best friend. If you had 
accidentally typed ‘del * .doc /Q' (note 
the space in there!), you would have 
removed all the files in the current 
directory, as opposed to just the .doc 
files. Fortunately for all of us, ‘undelete’ 
would usually undo the damage, and 


restore the computer to a working state. 


Sadly, this command is no longer 
available in Windows, thanks mainly to 
the prevalence of the recycle bin. O&O 





UnErase found 5,276 
files. Unfortunately, 
we had to select 
each one manually. 


is looking to plug the 
gap with UnErase, 
which finds deleted 
files and offers them 
up for recovery. 

On the surface, 
UnErase has a very 
simple interface. You 
select a drive, and 
hit the ‘Scan’ button. 
A list of deleted files 
should appear, and you select the ones 
you want to recover. In practice, things 
are quite different. It took us some time 
to get the software to run properly, and 
it only really worked when the ‘deleted’ 
files were legitimately uninstalled using 
the Windows Add/Remove Programs 
system. We even attempted to use 
0805 SafeErase tool (see above), and 
still nothing showed up. 

Still, if youre prone to accidentally 
clicking Start] Control Panel|Add/ 
Remove Programs, and then selecting 


SOFTWARE 





sophisticated machinery to recover 
securely-deleted hard drive data. If you 
have many files to delete, its possible 
that you may want to use ‘Medium’ 
security, which runs at IMB/s, or even 
the 3MB/s ‘Lowest’ security, Even at this 
lowest setting, SafeErase is more than 
capable enough to foil the casual file 
recoverer, as it overwrites the file with 
random data before deletion. 

At £20, its impossible to call this 
program expensive. It's a user-friendly 
package, with some neat little features, 
such as the ability to SafeErase the 
contents of your Recycle Bin in one 
go. The manual is a little slim, at just 
eight pages, but as the product is 
Straightforward, this isnt really a 
problem. A nice extra feature would be 
if it were able to override the default 
Windows ‘Confirm file delete’ dialog, so 
that all file deletions were handled by 
SafeErase. As it stands, you need to 
remember to jump through the extra 
hoop of right-clicking and selecting the 
appropriate option — hardly difficult, but 
just as easy to overlook as emptying 
the recycle bin in the first place! 

Paul Hudson 


a program and hitting ‘Uninstall’, this 
application may enable you to undo 
your mistake. We say ‘may’ because, of 
the 52/6 files UnErase picked up, only 
about 1,000 actually had any directory 
information left. You would need to 
enter this yourself — no mean feat for 
5,000 files. Add to this the fact that 
actually uninstalling a program almost 
certainly makes changes to the registry, 
something that UnErase can't undo, 
and it soon becomes apparent that a 
program undelete is best avoided. 

This isnt the only way in which the 
interface fails. Theres no way to delete 
files from the list of recoverables, so 
you still have to dig through it all just to 
find a single file you deleted. Secondly, 
clicking the headers in the file list 
doesnt sort the list as you would 
expect; the files are permanently 
graded by their ‘File offset’, which is 
presumably the absolute position in 
which they appeared on the drive. As 
this isn't the kind of information that 
you would normally know, this sorting 
is quite useless, and is a good general 
indicator of the rest of the program. 
Paul Hudson 
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PRICE £21 (£18 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER 080 +49 30 4303 4303 
(Germany) 

INFO www.oo-software.com 


CPU Pentium or equivalent 
RAM 32MB 
OS Windows NT, 2000, XP 


CPU 800MHz Athlon 





080 SAFEERASE 
Value 00900900909000 
Features 0090000000 


Performance AA Ae) 





OVERALL 





PRICE £35 (£30 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER 080 +49 30 4303 4303 
(Germany) 

INFO www.oo-software.com 


CPU Pentium or equivalent 
RAM 32MB 
OS Windows NT, 2000, XP 


CPU 800MHz Athlon 





0&0 UNERASE 

Value 0090000 
00900 
Performance @@OOO 


OVERALL 


Features 











3.4GHz PENTIUM 4 NOTEBOOK PC 





o call this Rock machine a 
portable computer would 
be a lie. With a chunky, 
thick-set chassis and a weight 
approaching 4kg, this is not a PC that 
you'll want to lug around. Whats more, 
the shortest battery life that we've 
seen in a notebook for some time will 
ensure that you dont stray too far from 
a power point; 50 minutes will hardly 
get you through a power cut. Even the 
term ‘desktop replacement’ seems a 
little under-stated for the Bad Boys II 
Xtreme. The truth is that this is a 
desktop PC, squashed and mangled 
into the form of a laptop. 

Rocks selling this system primarily 
as a games machine. As far as 
were concerned, though, that's 
just marketing blurb. The line-up of 
universally high-end components 
ensures that the Xtreme will fly through 
any task that you ask it to undertake, 
be it for business or leisure. 

So what are these incredible 
components? Well, lets start at the 
heart. The processor is a 34GHz 
Pentium 4. To put this into perspective, 
we've only seen one desktop system 
running a chip at this speed. It really 
is as fast as it gets. Io enable this to 
perform to the best of its ability, Rock 
has provided a mammoth 1GB of 
DDR400 RAM. If you can find a way 
to push this combination to its limits, 
wed love to hear about tt. 

You may want to catch your breath 
before continuing, because the pace 
doesn't slow at all. The Hitachi hard 
drive may only (only!) boast a capacity 
of 60GB, but a rotational speed of 
7200rpm is exceptional within a 
notebook. The superiority of this 
model over its 5400rpm counterparts 
is demonstrated by a 16.3ms random 
access time and an average read 
speed of 30.2mb/s, both measured 
in HD Tach. Optical storage, 
meanwhile, is covered by a multi- 
format Sony DVD/RW; naturally, this 
is top-of-the-range. 

Modern laptops are often judged 
on their wireless connectivity, and 
in this regard Rock can't be faulted. 
Bluetooth support is built-in, and 
Wi-Fi bases are not only covered, 
theyre positively smothered by 
802.11g compatibility. Of course, if you 
prefer the traditional wired approach, 
you'll find 10/100 Ethernet, as well 
as the usual array of USB 2.0 and 
FireWire ports. 

When you have a notebook that's 
so geared towards desktop use, testing 
it with a mobile benchmark is a futile 
process. We therefore moved straight 
on to SYSMark2002 to see how the 





Rockdirect Bad Boys Il Xtreme 


BATTERY LIFE 


Onr50 


HARDWARE 


PRICE £2,077 (£1,768 ex VAT) 
DELIVERY £20 (£17 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER Rockdirect 0870 990 9090 
INFO www.rockdirect.com 
WARRANTY Three years 
collect-and-return 





Pion 
PERROR MANCE 
SSSAWARD 


CPU 3.4GHz Intel Pentium 4 

RAM 1GB DDR400 RAM 

HDD 60GB Hitachi (7200rpm) 
DRIVES Sony multi-format 
DVD/RW, FDD 

GRAPHICS 128MB ATi Radeon 
Mobility 9600 Pro 

SCREEN 15in SXGA (1,400x1,050) 
SOUND Realtek AC'97 
SPEAKERS Stereo 

COMMS 802.11¢ Wi-Fi, Bluetooth, 
56K Modem, 10/100 LAN 

PORTS 4x USB 20, 4-pin FireWire, 
Parallel, PS/2, PCMCIA Type Il, 
VGA-Out, S-Video, Headphones, Mic 
OTHER HARDWARE None 

OS Microsoft Windows XP 

Home Edition 

OTHER SOFTWARE Ability Office, 
Panda Titanium Antivirus 2004 
SIZE 329x290x44mm 

WEIGHT 3.7kg 


Rock's marketing trumpets the Xtreme as the official notebook of a Will Smith 


film. Could this be an attempt to become the 





When a notebook’s price sneaks over 
£2,000, a DVD/RW drive becomes less 
of a luxury, and more of a necessity. 


Xtreme fares against the fastest ‘static’ 
PCs. A score of 304, split into 464 for 
Intent Content Creation and 199 for 
Office Production, translates into a PC 
Plus benchmark of 3.10. Admittedly this 
falls some way short of the 3.56 
attained by Advent’s 34GHz P4 desktop 
system that we tested last month, but it 
still falls into the ‘gigantic’ range. We've 
never reviewed another laptop that 
even gets close to that kind of result. 
But of course, this machine Is being 
marketed as a games specialist. To that 
end, Rock has provided us with a 
Radeon Mobility 9600 Pro, which isn't 
quite the best laptop graphics card that 
money can buy now that the Mobility 
9/00 has hit the streets, but is close 
enough. We registered scores of 2,884 
in 3DMark2003 and 22,625 in 
Aquamark. Again, these figures are 
superior to anything that weve seen 
in portable machines before, but aren't 
close to what wed expect from top- 
end desktop systems. 


Fresh Prince of portable computing? 


You should by now PCPlus 
BENCHMARK 


have got the message that 1 
this notebook features the 
most powerful available 
components in just about 
every regard. We do, 
however, have one vital 
question: do you really 
need them? The cost of all 
these high-end options has 
driven the Xtremes price 
beyond £2,000 — a huge 
price to pay for any 
computer system. It's a fact 
that very few people will notice any 
benefit from most of these expensive 
parts. Unless youre running three 
programs simultaneously, or blasting 
through a graphically-intensive game, 
a 1.6GHz Pentium-M with 512MB of 
RAM and a Radeon 9200 graphics 
card will work just as well. 
We should also point out that 
your £2,000 doesn't buy you a perfect 
system. The chassis looks nice enough, 
but the keyboard is surprisingly 
unresponsive. More worryingly, 
neither the display nor the stereo 
even approach the kind of quality 
that games enthusiasts will want. 
What's more, all of this blistering 
Silicon is highly-demanding in terms 
of power. Admittedly this is a desktop 
replacement system, so battery life isn't 
all-important, but as we've mentioned, 
it cant quite match the power of top- 


256MB RAM 


1.5GHz CPU 
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A healthy range of multimedia 
controls take pride of place at 
the front of the Bad Boys Il 
Xtreme’s enormous chassis. 


notch desktop systems. As it also costs ROCKDIRECT 
more than most, theres little reason to BAD BOYS II XTREME 


buy it unless it offers a degree of 
portability. Were not sure that a 50- 
minute lifespan is enough. 
Russell James 


Features 009009000900 
Performance @0 0 09000900900 
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SOFTWARE 


Roxio Creator 7 in close-up 





Header bar 

Big new header bars hold 
important information, 
such as how much space 
is left on your disc 


Preview window 

Scan through your movie, 
seeing the special effects 
up close and making 
sure that your transitions 
are pixel-perfect 


Control buttons 

These buttons aren't the 
only standard controls in 
the suite — every package 
looks similar, making it 
easy to switch around 


PRICE £70 (£60 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER Roxio 01908 27 8100 
INFO www.roxio.co.uk 


CPU 1.2GHz Pentium Ill or equivalent 
RAM 256MB 
OS Windows 2000, XP 


CPU 2GHz Pentium 4 
RAM 256MB 
OS Windows 2000 


= 
oa} a Le Sh F 
DFra> es 
-e —s =æ m 


— | (ik 


0) cee 


=<. eee ee e 
= 


— 
ee = 


= @m> tm» 


rm "a =~ -~ iam 


Media Manager is no 
Photoshop Album, but it’s an 
easy way of gathering together 
the pieces of your projects. 











MULTIMEDIA AUTHORING 


rankly, its about time Creator 
/ showed up. Dont get us 
wrong — its great that the 
software Is finally available for making 
home DVDs, burning CDs, managing 
media files and touching-up image 
files. The problem is that absolutely 
everybody under the sun is now 
releasing the software with which to 
do this. The shelves are bulging with 
trivial little packages that enable you 
to create precisely the same DVD 
Slideshows, crop and clean red-eye 
from exactly the same pictures and 
burn the same audio discs. Perhaps 
its all very thrilling if you've never 
seen electricity in action, but piecing 
together all the little bits and pieces — 
knowing that they often do the same 
job (for instance, one program to copy 
your video files to a DVD, another one 
to handle slideshows using precisely 
the same technology) — is a 
thoroughly pointless exercise. 

By contrast, Roxio Easy Media 
Creator 7 gives you everything you 
need to do these various jobs up 
front, in one neat and tidy package. 
Using this one suite, you can capture 
your digital content, fix up stills in 
PhotoSuite, assemble movies in 
Videowave, put them all together in 
DVD Builder, burn the result to disc, 
and make copies and labels to go 
with it. This could well be overkill if you 
already have a few of the necessary 
components to hand, but it's an 
excellent way of getting an all-in-one 
solution if you require the whole set. 
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i Collection area 


Save all of your project 





files into Collections, and 
you can pull them up on 
the screen with ease 





Roxio Creator 7 


Unfortunately, one multimedia 
Operation will still remain out of your 
reach. Despite the bundling of the new 
Napster 2 client, and its unwanted 
position at the top of the Start menu, 
you wont be downloading any music; 
this is still a US-only service, with no 
previewing or general playback tools 
like Apple iTunes. 

While the various components are 
still firmly individual packages (named 
and structured according to task on a 
central hub program) they've been 
given a makeover in the name of a 
consistent look and feel — specifically 
brushed silver, with panels wrapped in 
such thick blue borders that smaller 
monitors take on an almost widescreen 
appearance. Luckily, this approach isn't 
simply skin-deep. With the exception 
of VideoWave, each of the main 
applications follows a standard layout, 
with tasks on the left and the main 
interface on the right, and offers 
immediate access to the most 
commonly-used options, such as 
repairing an image, adding background 
audio, and so on. The only catch is 
that the components haven't been 
fully integrated. For instance, double- 
clicking an image in VideoWave pulls 
up its own photo editor, rather than 
the dedicated PhotoSuite. 


Making movies 

And so to the components themselves. 
Leaving aside Napster's infamy, the 
best-known element of the suite is 
VideoWave. Its an excellent, and very 








Media collections 
Keep track of effects, 
transitions and media 
clips in this window 





Categories 

Flip through the 
components of your 
movie using the buttons, 
zeroing-in on exactly 
what you need 


Timeline 

This is the more advanced 
of the two viewpoints, 
although Storyboard 

is also available for 
assembling movies fast 


powerful, home video-editing package 
in its own right, and one that has been 
setting the pace for many a year. While 
lacking the more advanced features 

of Premiere, EditStudio and other 
packages of their ilk, its more than 
capable of stitching together very 
advanced results. You can choose from 
Storyboard or traditional Timeline view, 
simply dragging and dropping clips, 
transitions and special effects over the 
top. These range from standard wipes 
and fades to more artistic routines, 
such as ripples, colour-shifting and a 
whooshing musical stave. Titles can 
be layered over the top of the main 
video in a variety of fonts and styles, 
including hot iron flames, cartoon text, 
and stone effects. Once finished, the 
whole project can be saved as a file 
or burned to disc. VideoWave supports 
CD, DVD and VideoCD, with a bundled 
player capable of showing off your 
entire creation in the absence of 
dedicated software. 


Quick fix 

PhotoSuites image-editing capabilities 
arent quite as advanced, but it does 
give you all the tools that you need 
to touch up damaged scans or 
uninspiring digital camera pictures. 
The AutoFix option is your first port 

of call for doing this, automatically 
detecting and fixing problems relating 
to exposure, Saturation and tinting. 
More specialised enhancement options 
are split up into individual categories, 
such as Facial Flaws (blemish and 


wrinkle removal), Special Effects 
(blurs, colour-shifts, mosaics, warps 
and other quick filters) and some 
rudimentary painting tools — although 
as the name suggests, this really isn't 
the packages speciality. 

DVD Builder is the final dedicated 
multimedia creation package on 
offer, and specialises in both video 
and slideshow-based projects. It 
automatically handles all of the 
technical issues involved with menu- 
creation and media-organisation, 
making the process as quick and easy 
as dragging movie clips (as mixed and 
edited in VideoWave) into position and 
selecting a theme to wrap them all 
together, from the candlelit Romantic, 
to the revolving film reels of Feature 
Presentation. You can mix and match 
styles as necessary, swapping buttons 
and thumbnail borders at will, although 
they do look out of place when 
separated from their original theme. 
More convenient is the ability to 
import your own background image, 
and place your thumbnails wherever 
on the menu you want, instead of 
being locked to a standard grid system. 
By combining these two features, you 
can easily break out of the confines 
of the templates, without having to 
invest in a whole professional-level 
authoring package, and the 
tremendous expense that ensues. 


Media-friendly 

The part of the suite that your'e least 
likely to already have on hand is a 
program like Media Manager. This 
offers an easy way of sorting and 
collating the pieces of your project for 
either storage or direct use. Working 
much like Adobe Photoshop Album, it 
gathers up images, videos and sound 
files into dedicated ‘Collections’ that 


Going online with Easy Media Creator 
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SOFTWARE 

















F raram iii hh pe Ee, 
PrE or hirrë hoe 























Plenty of sample projects offer a useful springboard into multimedia design, 
but the package is otherwise sadly lacking in source files to play with. 


you can access directly from each 
part of the suite, instead of manually 
working your way through a hundred 
different subdirectories. Making it more 
useful still is the fact that you can edit 
multiple image files simultaneously, 
making it easy to crop, transform or 
apply effects to an entire collection 

of files, or simply to a small subset 

of hand-picked images, enabling 

you to achieve far great consistency 
of quality when it comes to finally 
burning everything out. 

Speaking of burning, it's worth 
noting that despite the Media name, 
you also get all the key features from 
Roxios Easy CD Creator suite — as 
reviewed in this months software Lab 
Test starting on page 102. Using these 
tools you can burn files and ISO 
images to disc, and perform system- 
wide back-ups across multiple discs 
with the help of Roxio Retrieve. The 
only weak link in this part of the 
package is the little floating shortcut 
that gets installed on your desktop to 
drag-and-drop files straight to disc. It's 
useful, but the normal icon perpetually 


hovers some distance from the right of 
the screen, bouncing off an invisible 
wall so that its menu can slide out 

on demand. Irritating. 


Small but worthy 

The remaining members of the suite 
are conveniently summed up by their 
names. Disc Copier copies discs, Label 
Creator creates labels and we could 
explain what Sound Editor does, but 
it would seem a bit pointless really, 
Each performs its named function 
acceptably, if unspectacularly. Sound 
Editor, for instance, is perfectly capable 
of cropping sounds down to size, 
removing the clicks and pops and 
splitting up tracks, but it's certainly no 
competitor to dedicated applications 
such as Goldwave. 

The only notable absence from 
the suite as a total multimedia kit is 
any music-based software, but this 
hardly comes as a surprise. Beyond 
that, its the ideal way of gathering 
together all of your multimedia tools 
into one neat package. 

Richard Cobbett 


The Internet provides a wealth of creative possibilities, but it should be easier to access them 


Let's explore a few of the Internet-based 
options that Creator 7 offers you. 
Provided with the software itself is a 
free month's trial of the Audible.com 
audio book portal, from which you can 
download two novels’ worth of content. 
And, unlike Napster, you can actually 
subscribe to it in the UK straight after 
installation, should you wish. Curiously, 
it claims compatibility with PocketPC 
and other handhelds, but specifically 
asks for AudibleReady players, 
including the Apple iPod. 

Next up is Neptune, which offers 
online storage for your home movies, 
with personalised web space, 10GBs 
worth of space to play with, photo 


slideshows, and the ability to play your 
creation in full-screen mode. Finally, 
there's Snapfish, which takes your 
captured images and returns them to 


you as print-outs on high-quality Kodak 


paper for around 16p a snap. 

In the future it would be interesting 
to see a bit more widespread support 
for what the Internet itself has to offer, 
and how you might be able to go about 
getting your hands on free content to 
integrate into your home movies. 
Provided that your result is intended 
to be non-commercial, which is fairly 
likely, there's plenty that can be slotted 
straight in, from the public domain 
videos at the Prelinger Archives 


(www.archive.org/movies/prelinger. 
php) to the Creative Commons licensed 
MP3s of just about every genre over at 
www.magnatune.com. Not only would 
this give everyone the chance to create 
some slightly more varied fare than 
weddings, birthday and holiday videos, 
it could sit quite happily alongside the 
commercial services like Napster, which 
are intended purely to provide content 
to listen to. 

We've already reached the point 
where people can do more or less 
anything with the multimedia material 
they've got. Isn't it about time we 
started providing ways for them to 
flat-out do more? E 





Hue 
HUHTI 





A complete multimedia suite, 
combining Easy CD and DVD 
Creator with VideoWave, 
PhotoSuite and the rest of 
the Roxio line-up. While the 
functionality is still broken 
up into individual programs, 
a central menu provides 
one-click access to all of 

the most important tasks. 
Together, they provide an 
excellent one-stop shop for 
all your media-editing needs, 
although the integration can 
lead to problems when flicking 
between functions. 





ROXIO CREATOR 7 
Value 0090000000 


00900090000900 
Performance @0 0 000009 


Features 
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Connect up to the Roxio online 
services from the main menu, 
although additional fees apply. 
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COLOUR LASER PRINTER 


Samsung CLP-500 


Cay 


” i 
EDITOR'S 
—" CHOICE 


Q he full-on colour of office 
computing is let down all too 
often by dull mono laser printing. 
However, you dont need to resort to 
messy inkjets for colour output any 
longer, thanks to the rising tide of 
colour laser printers, and the Samsung 
CLP-500 is one of the newest additions 
to the market. It's a weighty beast, 
requiring a two-person lift when it’s 
still boxed up, and even out of the 
packaging it puts a 32kg load on the 
desk. It's not that big, though, which is 








SOFTWARE FIREWALL 
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The Samsung CLP-500 
outputs top quality 
pages at reasonable 
running costs. 


a bonus, and due to 
the extremely quiet 
nature of the printer, 
you'll hardly know it's 
there once it's set up. 

In standard trim, 
it sports a 350-sheet 
input tray, although 
optional trays can 
take this up to 850 
sheets. You get parallel and USB ports 
as Standard, and Ethernet or wireless 
network interfaces are available for 
about £165 and £200 respectively. Io 
make the most of networking, you can 
also up the standard 64MB of memory 
to as much as 192MB. 

The CLP-500 works excellently as a 
Standard mono printer, churning out up 
to 20 pages per minute. However, 
thanks to additional cyan, magenta 
and yellow cartridges, it can do a full 
range of colour printing as well. You 


Once you're up and 
running, configuration 
=ü» is done entirely through 














Oo f you've used the previous 
versions of Corporate Server, 
you'll already know what it does best: 
installation is as easy as it comes, 
configuration is web-based, and the 
custom software install is cut to the 
bone for maximum security. This 
version is no different in many ways. 
To install, you just pop the CD in and 
answer a few questions. Once youre 
up and running, the first step is to log- 
in to your new machine as the ‘setup’ 
user. This brings up a text-based 


your web browser. 


configuration tool 
that handles the 
absolute basics — 
how the machine 
should connect to 
the network, what 
passwords should 
Jį be used, and so on. 
Once you have this 
Step completed, your 
machine becomes accessible on the 
network through your web browser. 
Browser-based configuration is the 
norm with modern firewalls, but this 
goes over and above the competition: 
its rare weve seen a web interface 
that's easier to use than a standard 
dialog-based system, but this hits the 
mark dead on. Theres just enough use 
of colour and pictures to make sure 
you know where you are in the 
interface, and what information needs 
to be provided. One particularly helpful 


EXPERT REVIEWS 


can do this on flimsy paper of just 
60gsm but, more impressively, posters 
on thick 160gsm card are also within 
the printers remit. 

Colour quality wont match the 
glossy output of an inkjet on photo 
paper, but colour rendition is very 
accurate thanks to Samsungs state-of- 
the-art colour matching software. And 
if you get carried away with colour 
printing, another bonus is that the 
cartridges are supremely easy to 
change. As for running costs, a black 
cartridge is priced at £60 and should 
last for around /000 pages, bringing 
mono printing in at under a penny per 
print. Colour cartridges cost £73 for 
each of the three colours (available 
separately) and last for 5000 pages, 
based on the usual five per cent 
coverage. This makes colour printing 
equally reasonable, at under 5p per 
print. The image transfer unit should last 
for around 50,000 pages and costs £80. 

All in all, the Samsung is a great 
performer and reasonably priced, both 
to buy and to run, making it a great 
tool to have around the office. 
Matthew Richards 


SmoothWall Corporate Server 3 


option is the ability to upload and 
install product updates through the 
interface. You just upload a single 
compressed file to the server using 
your web browser, and it will 
automatically install it for you. 
However, there are one or two 
criticisms. First, you can't cluster 
SmoothWall boxes together. Although 
this isnt likely to be a problem unless 
you have to deal with a substantial 
amount of traffic, it does make 
scalability problematic once you get 
past about 1,000 users. The solution 
here is just to make sure that your 
Corporate Server box is suitably 
powerful: a dual 248 Opteron machine 
with heaps of RAM and hard disk 
space (for logs) should do fine for even 
demanding scenarios. One other minor 
annoyance is that some of the best 
functionality in Corporate Server comes 
Separately in the form of modules — 
these cost extra, but are often worth it. 
All in all this is a first-class upgrade, 
continuing SmoothWall’s excellent 
tradition of providing high-quality 
and easy-to-learn software. 
Paul Hudson 





PRICE £499 (£425 ex VAT) 

SUPPLIER Samsung 0208 391 0168 
INFO www.samsungelectronics.co.uk 
WARRANTY One year 


RESOLUTION 1200dpi 

MONO SPEED 20ppm 

COLOUR SPEED 5ppm 
INTERFACE USB/Paralle! 
INPUT CAPACITY 350 sheets 
Standard, 850 sheets optional 
OUTPUT CAPACITY 250 sheets 
STANDARD (MAXIMUM) MEMORY 
64MB (192MB) 

Size 510x46/7x405mm 

WEIGHT 32kg 





SAMSUNG CLP-500 








PRICE £710 (£180 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER SmoothWall Ltd 
0870 1999 500 

INFO www.smoothwall.net 


CPU Pentium 166 or faster 
RAM 96MB 





SMOOTHWALL 
CORPORATE SERVER 3 





Value 009009009009000 
Features 0090090000 
O AAA Xs) 


OVERALL 
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GIGABIT ETHERNET SWITCH 


PRICE £549 (£467 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER SMC 0871 277 9802 
INFO www.smc.com 
WARRANTY Limited lifetime 





CONNECTIVITY 
24x10/100/1000Basel Ethernet ports, 
auto MDI/MDI-X on all ports 
BACKPLANE CAPACITY 32Gbps 
SWITCHING MODE 
Store-and-forward 

BUFFER MEMORY 400kKbits 
FORWARDING TABLE 

8K MAC addresses 

OTHER Supports 9K jumbo frames 





O (As) Gigabit Ethernet costs drop 
to truly affordable levels, and 
switch vendors are jumping on the 
bandwagon, promoting it as the ideal 
means of delivering high-speed 
networks directly to the desktop. Most 
small businesses dont need this kind 
of bandwidth, but as more applications 





SMC EZ SWITCH 8524T move on to the network, and file sizes 
increase, it's inevitable that even Fast 
Ethernet will soon be too slow. 

SMCs new EZ Switch 8524T takes 
a similar route to 3Com's BaseLine 





BACK-UP HARDWARE 


PRICE 8 slots £7608 (£6,475 ex VAT) 
16 slots £9113 (£7756 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER Quantum 01256 81 8300 
INFO www.quantum.com 
WARRANTY Three years exchange 


MAGAZINE SLOTS 8 (optional 16) 
DRIVES 1x Quantum SuperDLT 320 
FORMAT Super DLItapel 
CAPACITY (native) 160GB per tape, 
1.28TB total (optional 2.56TB) 
SPEED (native) 16MB per second 
INTERFACE SCSI-2 LVD/SE VHDCI 
OTHER 10/100BaseIX Ethernet port, 
web browser management 


D hen we looked at Quantums 
ValueLoader (PC Plus 208) we 
were impressed with its high levels of 
back-up storage, automation facilities, 
and price. With its latest SuperLoader, 


Quantum is targeting companies 
looking for a wider format support, 


GSTS = and improved expansion potential. It 
QUANTUM SUPERLOADER = supports DLT1, SDLT and LTO formats, 
CIII 


and drives can be field replaced, so 
you can start out small, but easily 
upgrade. However, note that Quantum 
no longer offers an SDLT220 version. 


Features 0090009000900 
Performance AAA A) 
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EXPERT REVIEWS 








SMC EZ Switch 8524T 


It may not be now, 
but at some point, 
even Fast Ethernet 
will be too slow. 


Switch 2824. It 
delivers 24 triple- 
speed copper ports, 
and cuts costs by 
doing away with 
any management 
facilities, making 
installation 
completely plug- 
and-play. As with 
most switching 
products nowadays, all ports are auto 
MDI/MDI-X, so you can use either 
straight-through or cross-over cables, 
and they'll automatically configure 
themselves accordingly. Although not 
as powerful as the 3Com alternative, 
the 32Gb/s backplane switching 
Capacity will be easy enough to 
handle the highest traffic loads that 
the target market is likely to generate. 
Status indicators need to be good, 

as these are your only means of 
troubleshooting any network problems. 


Quantum SuperLoader 


Drives can be 
replaced on site, so 
you can to start out 
small, if required. 


Another key feature 
is that capacity is 
determined by the 
number of 
magazines installed. 
You can start off with 
one 8-slot magazine, 
but add another one 
when required, and 
the electronics and 
drive motors are 
already in place to receive it. Build 
quality is very good, with the tape drive 
mounted in the centre of the chassis 
and flanked by the magazines, while a 
single rotary picker mechanism sits at 
the front, where it can swiftly access 
both magazines and the tape drive. 

A mail slot at the front allows tapes 
to be inserted into and removed from 
the library. A slick backlit LCD panel and 
control pad provide plenty of manual 
control. You can load and unload 
specific cartridges, move them 





Alongside the port groups is a small 
display matrix with a couple of LEDs 
for each port showing link status and 
activity, plus negotiated speed. 

One feature we can't see being of 
much use to most small to mid-sized 
networks is support for jumbo frames. 
A lesser-known feature of Gigabit 
Ethernet Is that it enables the standard 
maximum Ethernet frame size of 1518 
bytes to be increased to 16KB. The 
85247 supports up to 9KB frames sizes, 
but for this to function, all participating 
nodes, including network cards in 
servers and workstations, must have 
their MTU (Maximum Transfer Unit) 
manually changed. Intels Gigabit 
Ethernet PCI cards support up to 16KB 
MTUs, but this vendor reckons jumbo 
frames incur high support overheads, 
and are for niche applications only. 

At £467 the EZ Switch 8524T delivers 
an unbelievably low cost of £20 per 
Gigabit port. It'S a simple Layer 2 switch 
that supports only the most basic of 
Standards, but if you don't want any 
remote management features or traffic 
service controls, it's well worth a look. 


Dave Mitchell 





between different slots and the tape 
drive, run diagnostics, and unlock and 
release each magazine for removal 
from the chassis. A smart feature is the 
integrated web management, which 
enables the library to be accessed 
remotely via a browser. The interface 
provides full access to all the 
commands available at the control 
panel, tools to upload firmware 
upgrades, and a simple graphic 
showing which slots are occupied. 

For testing, we installed the library 
on a Windows Server 2003 system 
running Computer Associates ARCserve 
11, and found the SuperLoader just 
required the device configuration 
wizard to be run before it could be 
accessed. The review unit came 
supplied with a Quantum SDLT320 drive 
installed, which proceeded to deliver 
good back-up speeds of 1,120MB/min, 
whilst tape to disk verification and 
restoration jobs returned 8/1MB/min 
and 882MB/min respectively. However, 
if this isn’t fast enough you can easily 
remove the drive carrier assembly and 


upgrade to an Ultrium LIO-2 model. 
Dave Mitchell 


PALM PDA 


HARDWARE 


Sony CLIE PEG-TH55 








O onys recent low-end PDAs — the 
disappointing T]35, the forgettable 
125 — didnt exactly push the boat out 
in terms of styling or feature-set. But 
the new TH55 definitely has something 
about it. Slim, and encased in a matt- 
black chassis, the smoked glass flip 
hides a long 320x480 65K colour LCD 
that reminds you of Palms Tungsten 13. 
Because the screen is about an inch 
longer, theres no room for a dedicated 
handwriting area. Instead, theres a 
virtual version to satisfy any Palm fan 


REMOVABLE STORAGE 








O acking up is tedious and boring, 
especially if you're using a slow 
external drive. Fortunately, theres a 
better solution to hand. CMS Products’ 
Velocity Series drives sit inside a cage 
that you mount in a standard 5.25in 
drive bay. They don't stay there for long, 
though, because pulling a lever on the 
front panel releases the drive. You can 
then remove it, for added security. 

The manual says you must turn the 
PC off before doing any of this, which 
seems a shame. After all, the Velocity 


It’s almost an ideal 
PDA, but the novelty 
value of the camera 
quickly wears off. 


who doesnt like 
things to change. 

Of course, you 
don't have to use 
the old input system 
at all. The TH55 
features a Windows- 
style taskbar at the 
bottom of the screen 
that duplicates the 
main functions and 
shows the battery life remaining, the 
time, and whether the 802.11b or 
Bluetooth modules are active. There's 
also a second, vertical sidebar that 
enables you to jump between the 
familiar Palm apps with a single stylus 
tap. And, of course, there are four quick 
launch buttons lined up along the 
bottom edge of the casing to switch 
between Date Book, FreeNotes, Memo 
Pad and access to various shortcuts. 

Sonys handhelds tend to have a 
heavy multimedia emphasis, and the 


CMS Velocity SATA backup drive 


Internal drive 
performance, external 
drive security; but 
there’s a price to pay. 


drives use Serial 
AIA connection, 
so shouldn't hot- 
swapping be 
possible? We tried it 
out, and it seemed 
to work, or at least 
Windows didn't crash 
or lock up, as you 
would expect if you 
tried anything similar 
with a Parallel ATA drive. It's a risky 
business, though, because you can 
never be quite sure when Windows 
might want to write to an internal drive. 
We ran into other problems, too; after 
removing and replacing the drive, 
double-clicking on ‘My Computer’ 
caused a blue-screen crash. Thats our 
fault for pushing the limits, then. But it's 
a shame, especially if you want to 
back-up a server that’s never turned off. 
Inside the solid Velocity case is a 
Maxtor DiamondMax Plus 9 Serial ATA 


TH55 is no different. Like the aging 
NZ90 clamshell model, it boasts an 
integrated 0.3 MP camera that can take 
pictures in resolutions up to 640x480 
pixels. Alongside this you'll find Sonys 
own Movie Player application, which is 
capable of QuickTime and MPEG-1 
video playback, plus Audio Player 
software. True, you won't fit much 
multimedia into the TH55's meagre 
32MB of RAM, but theres a Memory 
Stick Pro slot to boost storage capacity, 

Good points: the high-resolution 
display, obviously. And the TH55s own 
CLIE Organizer application enables you 
to drag-and-drop handwritten notes or 
photos to the Calendar/Address Book. 
Bad points: the novelty value of the 
camera quickly wears off, the jog dial is 
in a strange place (on the back panel), 
and you can only rotate the display 
from portrait to landscape in certain 
applications, and crucially not in the 
NetFront browser. 

With a battery life quoted at 15 days 
(it lasted for six hours of constant use 
in tests), the TH55 is fast and capable. 
Its almost an ideal PDA. 
Dean Evans 





drive. SiSoft Sandra recorded a transfer 
speed of 34,153KB/s, but benchmarks 
arent always reliable. How would it 
perform in a more real-life test? To find 
out, we tried copying a complex folder 
Structure from our Athlon 64 test PC. It 
consisted of 1,095 folders, holding 11,015 
files; a grand total of 2.12 GB of data. 
The complete transfer took 144 seconds, 
approximately 0.9 GB per minute. That's 
well below the ‘up to 1.5 GB per 
minute speed rating on the box, but 
should ensure an incremental back-up 
is complete before you get bored. 

The Velocity drives come bundled 
with BounceBack Professional. This is 
especially good for disaster recovery, 
and on the first run, partitions and 
formats your Velocity drive, then creates 
a bootable image of your primary drive. 
Subsequent back-ups keep the Velocity 
up-to-date, so you can always boot 
from it in case of emergency. If you 
need this ability, the Velocity is a 
sensible choice. The capacity is low for 
the price, though, especially when top- 
quality external drives offer 250GB for 
virtually the same price. 

Mike Williams 





PRICE £299 (£255 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER Sony 0207 365 2947 
INFO wwwssonystyle.co.uk 
WARRANTY One year 


CPU Sony Handheld Engine 
MEMORY 32MB RAM 

DISPLAY 4in 320x480 transreflective 
TFT (65K colours) 

CONNECTIVITY 802.11b, Bluetooth, 
IR, Memory Stick Pro, 

USB (docking connector) 

OS Palm OS 5.2.1 


SIZE 113x75x13mm 
WEIGHT 185¢ 





SONY CLIE PEG-TH55 


Features 00900000900 
O AA Ae) 











PRICE £215 (£183 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER Primary Storage 
01952 60 2600 

INFO www.cmsproducts.com 
WARRANTY Three years 


CAPACITY 80GB 

INTERFACE Serial ATA 

CONNECTOR 7-pin Serial ATA 

DATA TRANSFER Up to 1.5GB/Minute 
SPINDLE SPEED 7200rpm 

BUNDLED SOFTWARE 

BounceBack Professional 





CMS VELOCITY SATA 
BACKUP DRIVE 

Value 0090000 
009000000 
Performane @ 000000 


OVERALL 


Features 
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PRICE £769 (£654 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER Warehouse Express 
01603 258 012 

INFO wwwsony.co.uk 
WARRANTY Two years 


TYPE Compact zoom 
EFFECTIVE PIXELS 8 0megapixel 
APERTURE f/2.0 

FOCAL RANGE 28-200mm 
35mm equivalent) 

ZOOM 7x 

STORAGE MEDIA CF Type II, 
Memory Stick 

FILE FORMATS JPG, TIFF RAW 
DISPLAY 0.44in TFT EVF 1.8in LCD 
INTERFACE USB 2.0 

POWER Li-lon 


— 





SONY DSC-F828 


OVERALL 







PRICE £449 (£382 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER www.comet.co.uk 
INFO www.thomsonlyra.com 
WARRANTY One year 


CAPACITY 20GB 

DISPLAY 3.5in colour LCD 
QVGA (320x240) 

FORMATS MP3, MP3 Pro, 
WMA, MPEG-4 

INTERFACE USB 2.0, CF Type II 
CONNECTIONS Line in, 


THOMSON 
LYRA PDP2860 


Features 00900000900 
Performance @0 0 0000090 











HARDWARE 


8MP DIGITAL COMPACT CAMERA 





T here really should be some sort 
of lifetime achievement award in 
consumer electronics. The designers at 
Sony would win hands-down. This is 
the company that managed to make 
an enormous yellow brick desirable; 
remember the waterproof Walkman? 
There are similarities with the F828; it’s 
big and chunky, and has the most 
ridiculously phallic lens outside of 
professional sports photography, and 
yet, rather than seeming grotesque, It 
begs to be appreciated. It's weighty for 


PORTABLE MEDIA PLAYER 


Thomson Lyra PDP2860 





H) aving already reviewed the 
Archos AV320, we were keen to 
see the competing audio/visual jukebox 
from Thomson. The Lyra PDP2860 
certainly looks the more impressive 
of the two. It has a wider and flatter 
shape, and from a distance appears to 
have a much wider screen, but thick 
black borders sandwich a 3.5in 65K 
colour LCD with a basic 4:3 aspect ratio. 
Like the Archos AV3xx series and 
the forthcoming Portable Media Center 
from Creative, the PDP2860 Is one of a 
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It really shouldn't be 
as attractive as it is, 

but the F828 begs to 
be appreciated. 


a digital compact 
camera, and yet so 
well-balanced that it 
almost doesnt need 
the left hand to 
Steady it. In fact, 
thanks to a fast f/20 
aperture throughout 
the 7x range of that 
Carl Zeiss lens, you 
can almost believe 
its time to throw away the tripod. 

The controls are designed with the 
serious photographer in mind, too. It’s 
a bit frustrating to have to flick a switch 
to move between LCD and viewfinder, 
but, apart from that, all the settings 
you could ask for are either within a 
single menu click, or can be located by 
holding down a key on the side of the 
lens and rotating the command wheel. 
There are even manual rings for both 
zoom and focus. The features list 
boasts all of the goodies youd expect, 


The PDP2860 
features a Type Il 
CF slot for PC-less 
à file access. 


new breed of 
Portable Media 
Players (PMPs). 
Inspired by the 
success of 
cavernous MP3 
jukeboxes, PMPs 
supplement their 
digital audio talents 
by playing back 
digital video files, 
displaying digital photos, and even 
moonlighting as portable hard disks. 
Built around a 20GB HDD, the 
PDP2860's menu offers five main 
options — Video, Audio, Photos, Files 
and Setup. Like the Archos AV320 
(reviewed in issue 211, 8/10), the Video 
mode is the PDP2860s raison d'etre. 
Playback support is provided for 
MPEG-4 AVI files, but very little else. 
The documentation claims support for 
DivX, but while the PDP2860 would 
display these video files, the sound 





and the camera Is as responsive as a 
film equivalent, but the real selling 
point is Sony's new 8MP four-colour 
Super HAD CCD sensor. There are 
several other cameras scheduled to 
appear with this chip, but, at time of 
press, this is the only one actually on 
the market. Picture quality isn’t quite as 
good as expected — the white balance 
isn't always perfect, and theres some 
chromatic aberration. JPEG compression 
is exceptional, though, and you get the 
option to shoot in RAW if you prefer. 
The 28mm equivalence of the lens 
means you have an enormous amount 
of flexibility in subject matter, and 
pictures need minimal post-processing. 

There's just one real problem in our 
eyes: what do you need all those pixels 
for? Unless you have an A3 printer, or 
need to crop your images to the size of 
postage stamps for better framing, you 
cant really do much with them. The 
828 is a lovely camera, but it costs 
twice as much as the 4MP Panasonic 
FZ10, which features a similarly high- 
class lens, from Leica, with added 
image stabilisation and a 12x range. 
Adam Oxford 





was regularly out-of-sync by as much 
as 1-2 seconds. However, like the 
Archos AV3xx players, the PDP2860 is 
also capable of recording directly from 
a AV source. A high-quality HO mode 
encodes perfectly at 1,500kbps 
(allowing for playback on a TV via the 
line-out socket), while the 1000Kbps 
and /68Kbps speeds lower the quality, 
but reduce the storage space required. 

But while the PDP2860 is certainly 
multi-talented, it feels rushed to retail. 
The proprietary operating system is 
clearly labelled, but fiddly to navigate. 
There are also options here that you 
cant access yet, such as play list 
generation (a future upgrade), and 
theres simply no way to FF/REW 
through video footage — you'll be 
forced to watch any adverts you record. 

The £450 price tag is competitive, 
but its a lot to pay for a device that’s 
not as smart as we hoped it would 
be. With a three-hour battery life, the 
Archos AV320 (four hours) edges it out 
in terms of all-rounder performance, 
although it lacks the PDP2860° ability 
to bookmark your video position. 
Dean Evans 





PRICE £1,074 (£999 ex VAT) 
DELIVERY £24 (£20 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER Simply 0870 727 4020 
INFO www.systemaxpc.co.uk 
WARRANTY Three years on-site 


CPU 3.2GHz Intel Pentium 4 (Prescott) 
RAM 512MB DDR400 

CORE LOGIC Intel 848P 

HDD 160GB Samsung 

DRIVES Sony DVD+RW, Samsung 
DVD-ROM/CD-RW combo, FDD 
GRAPHICS 128MB Microstar GeForce 
FX5900XT 

SCREEN 17in CTX S/6G LCD 

SOUND Realtek AC’97 

SPEAKERS 5.1 Videologic ZXR550 
COMMS 10/100 LAN, 56K Modem 
PORTS 6x USB 2.0, 2x FireWire, 

2x Serial, Parallel, PS/2 
Keyboard/Mouse, VGA-Out, DVI-I, 
S-Video, Headphone, Mic 

OTHER HARDWARE Mouse, 
Keyboard 

OS Windows XP Home 

OTHER SOFTWARE Ability Office 
2003, PowerDirector, Power VCR, 
VideoLive, MediaShow, Norton IS 
2003, Power DVD, Nero Burning ROM 
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Unusually, the Sony DVD+RW 
drive is partnered by a DVD- 
ROM/CD-RW combo in the 
bay below. 


SYSTEMAX 
RELIANCE 6002 














HARDWARE 


3.2GHz PRESCOTT PENTIUM 4 DESKTOP PC 


Systemax Reliance 6002 


ystemax has chosen to 
provide one of the fastest 
‘Prescott’ Pentium 4 
processors currently available, in a 
system costing a smidgen under 
£1,000. Its not all about processor 
power, though, and the company 
has married the fast chip to a high- 
performance graphics card, and 
appropriate memory and drives. 

Half a gigabyte of 400MHz DDR 
memory will be enough for most 
mainstream applications, even taxing 
ones such as video editing, and a 
160GB SATA hard drive, which formats 
down to 149GB, offers plenty of room to 
store large files like video clips. If that’s 
not enough for you, the DVD rewriter, 
which handles both DVD+RW and 
DVD-RW media, can store up to 4./GB. 
This is partnered by a DVD-ROM/CD-RW 
combo drive, so between the two the 
system can handle just about any kind 
of media creation or copying. 

The Microstar system board uses 
an Intel 848P chipset, and incorporates 
a Realtek ALC655 sound chip, which is 
capable of full 51-channel sound. This 
runs into a set of VideoLogic ZXR550 
speakers, which we still think is one of 
the best speaker sets you can get for a 
PC. The system board incorporates ‘jack 
sensing’, SO you can switch the use of 
the three audio jack sockets under 
software control. Wed still rather see 
the extra jack sockets and SP/DIF 
connector, which are available as an 
option with this system board but arent 
used here. 

The graphics adaptor is a high- 
end GeForce FX 5900XT, again from 
Microstar, and the 128MB board drives 
a 17in LCD monitor from CTX. Although 
the display supplied for review was the 
S/62A version with analogue input, 
Systemax assures us it will supply the 
S/62G version, with digital video 
connection, in its retail system. 

A straight digital connection will 
always be preferable, as you'll lose 
something in quality converting from 
digital to analogue and then back from 
analogue to digital. Having said that, 
the display on this CIX monitor is very 
clean and sharp, at its maximum 
resolution of 1280x1024. The screen is 
evenly lit and comfortable to view, 
although the vertical viewing angle 
means that it can be awkward to look 
at over somebody's shoulder. 


Prescott power 

As weve mentioned before, Intel has 
decided not to launch the Prescott 
architecture as a new version of the 
Pentium 4. Instead, you can buy the 
older Northwood chips alongside the 
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The Reliance 6002 is a well-specified system, but there doesn’t appear to be much 
in the way of extra performance attributable to the new Prescott Pentium 4 chip. 





Two nine-pin serial sockets are 
provided, along with a good selection 
of USB 2.0 and FireWire ports. 


newer Prescott ones, and have little 
way of knowing which youte getting. 
In fact, the Prescott chip in this PC is 
correctly known as the Pentium 4 3.2E, 
the E indicating the newer architecture 
and enlarged secondary cache. 

The main advice we can offer on 
Pentium 4 chips is to check with your 
PC supplier whether youre getting a 
Prescott or a Northwood in the 2.8, 3, 
3.2 or 34GHz PC that you're about to 
order. You should be better off with the 
Prescott, although from some of the 
performance results we've seen, you 
may not be missing out on that much. 

In PC Plus 215, a 34GHz Northwood 
Pentium 4 from Advent clocked up a PC 
Plus Index of 3.56, and in PC Plus 214, a 
3.2GHz Prescott from Evesham scored 
3.24. Against those two, this machines 
index of 3.31 shows a two per cent 
increase over the Evesham, but is still 
/6 per cent slower than the Advent, 
which uses the older 130nm 
architecture, and half the secondary 
cache. There certainly seems to be little 


performance boost directly 
attributable to the new 
manufacturing process. 

The 3DMark benchmarks 
returned good figures, although 
not the highest weve seen, 
even from a 3.2GHz Pentium 4. 
3DMark2001SE produced an index 
of 15,447 while the more taxing 
3DMark2003 came up with 5815. 
Both of these figures mean that 
you'll notice little jitter when 
running new 3D games. 

Systemax offers one of the best 
warranties in the business, with a 

full three years on-site. This should 
mean that you'll experience minimal 
disturbance if something does go 
wrong with your PC during those vital 
first years of ownership. The company 
claims a two working-day callout, so 
you shouldnt even be without your 
system for more than 48 hours. 

This is a strong PC, with a good 
turn-of-speed coming from sound 
choices throughout its component list. 
The balance of performance is shared 
well between processor, memory 
and graphics adaptor, and storage has 
been equally well thought-out, with 
both fixed and removable provision 
to a good standard. 

Systemax bundles Ability Office 
2003 with the Reliance 6002, along 
with a variety of video applications 
such as Power Director, Power VCR, 
VideoLive and Media Show. These 
selections show one of the areas in 
which the system might be useful, but 
at the price its equally well-suited to 
home and small office environments. 
Simon Williams 





PRICE £47 (£40 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER wwwfinchdata.biz 
INFO wwwirust.com 
WARRANTY Two years 


TYPE PCI Card 

COMPATIBILITY 802.11b, 802.11¢, 
Atheros Super G 

FREQUENCY 2.400-—2.4835GHz 
OPERATING CHANNELS 13 
RANGES Up to 100 metres 
SECURITY 64 and 128-bit WEP WPA 





TRUST SPEEDSHARE 
TURBO PRO WIRELESS 
PCI ADAPTOR 
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Patomanor Compared Wb BAG hp ed 2 TE 
These diagrams, taken from a 
Netgear white paper, 
demonstrate some interesting 
facts about wireless technology. 














HARDWARE 


WIRELESS NETWORKING 





Trust Speedshare Turbo Pro Wireless PCI Adaptor 


nitially announced in the first 

a half of 2003, Atheros Super G 
promised to more than double wireless 
networking speeds. The world waited 
to see if this could be true. And waited. 
And waited. And waited. 

It's taken a while, but the first Super 
G chipsets have finally been released. 
Electronics all-rounder Trust is first out 
of the blocks with a Super G PCI card, 
but can it really live up to the hype? 

The adaptor looks much like any 
other Wi-Fi card; small form factor, 
screw-in external aerial, and a green 
LED indicating transmission activity. 
Installation is straightforward, with an 
excellent set of manuals explaining 
networking in detail. An impressive 





configuration program offers all the 
usual set-up options: SSID, wireless 
mode (ad-hoc or infrastructure), 
channel, and so on. You'll also find 
more technical settings, like Preamble 
and Power Mode, which are usually 
hidden away in Device Manager. 

Theres ample security, with both 
WEP (64 and 128-bit) and WPA 
supported. Why do you still need the 
flawed WEP now its replacement is 
here? Because you cant use WPA on 
an ad-hoc computer-to-computer 
connection, unfortunately. 

Having ‘108Mb/s’ on the box will 
help to sell Super G products, but not 
everyone will see the full benefits. The 
Speedshare Turbo Pro only supports 


How Super G works 


data compression on infrastructure set- 
ups (wireless networks using a router). 
Still, if you can turn everything on, 
then you'll discover some impressive 
transfer speeds. We used NetIQ Chariot 
to put our WLAN through its paces, 
and the cards delivered a real-life 
throughput of 55MB/s (two and a half 
times that of our 54g cards). 

Maximum range proved to be 
around 85 metres with a clear line of 
site, or 7/0 metres with a single wall 
obstructing the signal. And as one 
of the Super G speed-up techniques 
involves channel bonding — treating 
two channels as one — performance 
is doubled across the range, unless 
youre using an older Wi-Fi product, 
that is. The Speedshare Turbo Pro is 
backward-compatible with 11b and 54g 
devices, but having even one inferior 
card will degrade performance. 

There's plenty to like about this card: 
its fast, has good documentation and 
is Surprisingly cheap. If youre setting up 
a small network, then the Speedshare 
Turbo Pro is a decent choice. 

But be careful. Super G technology 
isn't based on an official standard, 

SO compatibility with other kit is far 
from guaranteed. Buy this card and 
youre tied into the Speedshare range, 
so you'll need to come back to Trust for 
a router or PC Card adaptor. 

Mike Williams 


The latest word in Wi-Fi could triple networking performance. Mike Williams takes a look 


54g Wi-Fi products may have brought 
wireless networking to the masses, 
but performance and range are still 
problematic. This won't last much 
longer, however, because cards and 
routers based on the latest LO8MB/s 
Super G technology are finally 
beginning to arrive in the shops. 

The creation of wireless chipset 
manufacturer Atheros, Super G gains 
the bulk of its improved performance 
through ‘channel bonding’. This enables 
the transmitter and receiver to use 
two 20MHz radio channels as though 
they were one, immediately doubling 
your performance. 

It's a neat idea, and means that you 
won't only see performance benefits 
when PCs are close to each other. 
Speeds will double throughout your 
operating range, and you may also be 
able to plug in PCs that are too distant 
for existing cards. 

This all sounds good, but there are 
problems. Channel bonding isn't 
compatible with existing 802.11 g or b 
products, so Super G uses a Dynamic 
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Mode to support them. This turns 

off bonding whenever legacy kit is 
detected, cutting performance (if you 
don't have any legacy cards, switching 
to Static Mode will get you the full 
speed benefits). Bonding may also 
make you unpopular with your 
neighbours, because Super G networks 
can interfere with a nearby 54g LAN. 
They have to be close together (within 
50 feet), and problems are only likely if 
both networks are heavily used, but 
again this suggests you'd be better off 
not mixing Super G and legacy devices. 


Efficiency gains 

Channel bonding may not be an 
advantage for everyone, but fortunately 
Super G has additional speed-boosting 
tweaks. For example, existing wireless 
kit uses a short pause after sending a 
data packet, so that other devices can 
use the network. The new technology 
uses a technique called Dynamic Packet 
Bursting, increasing the number of 
packets sent before pausing, and so 
improving throughput. 


Normal wireless transmissions 
actually consist of data frames, which 
include a header, and data packet. 
Another Super G tweak, Fast Frames, 
enables the system to include more 
than one data packet in a frame. Your 
signals now don't have to send as 
many headers, and again this helps 
to improve speeds. 

The data packets themselves may 
still be inefficient, but Atheros has 
also thought of that. Just like your 
modem, Super G devices use hardware 
compression to cut down the amount of 
data being sent across the network, and 
speedily decompress it at the other end. 

The end results look impressive, and 
Super G claims it can deliver three times 
the performance of a typical 54g system 
(for a very similar price). If you're just 
starting in Wi-Fi, and looking to build a 
new network, then this looks like too 
good a deal to miss. But if you have 
legacy 11b or 54g kit, then we'd suggest 
you wait for the time being, because 
the jury is still out on how well Super 
G works with other standards. E 


17ın LCD MONITOR 





4 








AJ last, it seems that the monitor 
market is picking up. For months, 
we've seen very few new models, and 
those that have dared to show their 
panels have been far from impressive. 
However, our 19in Lab Test, starting 

on page 84, shows some signs of 

a recovery. It has to be said that 
Viewsonic’ entry to this group test 
didn't fare too well. Fortunately, its 17in 
variation is a little more impressive, and 
is evidence that the new momentum 
isn't limited to the larger screen sizes. 


MULTIMEDIA PROJECTOR 


Viewsonic VG/10s 


It’s far from perfect, 
but the VG710s puts 
most of the 17-inchers 
we've seen to shame. 





With the 
exception of the 
16ms response time, 
the specifications 
look fairly ordinary. In 
practice, though, the 
quality of the picture 
is very good. We 
were forced to turn 
both brightness and 
contrast down to 
avoid a headache, showing that theres 
plenty in reserve. At two-third levels, 
definition is good, and colours are 
striking and accurate. Paler areas do 
become a little washed-out if you sit 
anywhere other than directly in front 
of the monitor, but in terms of reading 
text, viewing angles are fine. 

The panels housing is reasonably 
pleasant, too. The silver colouring and 
thin bezel shouldn't hurt too many 
peoples feelings. And following the 
recent deluge of screens featuring just 


Plus U5 232 








Y) ou can't get a 3,000 lumen 
projector for under £2,000, 
never mind an XGA one that weighs 
less than 2kgs, can you? Apparently 
you can, and Plus is one of the first to 
make it possible. 

While ultra-bright projectors have 
been falling in price, one thing that 
hasn't fallen with them is the models’ 
weight. Most LCD projectors still top the 
four kilogram mark. The Plus U5 232 is 
different. It's small, light, and has a 
3,000 lumen output — bright enough 


Don’t look directly 

at the dazzling 

light emitted by this 
projector for too long. 


for any office 
situation. And thanks 
to a good throw 
ratio, you wont have 
a problem getting 

a large image. 

You'll find two 
front drop-down 
feet, plus an easy 
to adjust zoom 
lens and focus. 

The DLP system ensures that geometry 
is excellent, although as soon as we 
used the zoom lens, the upper 10 per 
cent of the image fell slightly out of 
focus. Problems with the image didn't 
end there; using the keystone 
produced pronounced moiré effects. 
This is something we expect with 
most projectors, but the problem 

isn't normally as pronounced. General 
scaling is also poor. Any text smaller 
than 7 point is difficult to read. Colour 
is good, but greys are inaccurate with 


HARDWARE 


analogue input, it's great to see both 
D-SUB and DVI-I provided here. The 
flexibility that this provides shouldnt 
be under-estimated. The only other 
socket feeds audio to a surprisingly 
good pair of 3W stereo speakers. These 
wont burst your eardrums, but they're 
very clear. Volume controls form part of 
an intuitive menu system that features 
SRGB, 9300K, 6500K, 5400K, 5000K 
and user-defined colour settings, plus 
a host of more mundane offerings. 
Our only major complaint concerns 
the VG/10s’ manoeuvrability. At a little 
over 5kg, its a hefty beast, and the 
lack of a height adjustment, or pivot or 
rotation hinges hardly helps matters. 
Still, theres a tilt mechanism, and wed 
rather make compromises on weight 
than on picture quality any day. 
Considering the problems that 
many manufacturers are having with 
keeping monitor prices down, £388 for 
a well-equipped 1/-incher is a fair price. 
IF you opt for anything cheaper, the 
performance will drop. Theres room for 
improvement, but this is the best 1/in 
LCD screen we've seen for some time. 
Russell James 


red and green seeping in. 

The unit is a bit on the noisy side, 
but this is to be expected with high 
brightness levels, and the available 
economy mode reduces the noise 
drastically while keeping the picture 
at a bright 2,400 lumens. The usual 
ports can be found lurking at the back, 
with a standard VGA-in, S-video and 
composite plus a mini-jack for audio. 
This model also supports progressive 
scan and component video via the 
VGA port using a separate cable. 

While the menu system is one of 
the least visually attractive we've seen, 
its very functional, and offers a whole 
heap of excellent features. This ties in 
well with a tiny palm side remote that 
also packs a ‘hat’ for mouse control 
on a PC, plus a laser pointer and more 
than enough controls. Theres also the 
usual supplied padded carry case. 

While we have a few niggles about 
image quality, these don't stop the U5 
232 from being a bright, portable 
projector. The trouble is, there are a lot 
of excellent DLP models out there, and 
many are better than this one. 

Neil Mohr 





PRICE £388 (£330 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER www.dabs.com 
INFO www.viewsonic.co.uk 
WARRANTY Three years 


NATIVE RESOLUTION 1, 280x1,024dpi 
INPUTS D-SUB, DVI-I, Audio-in 
VIEWABLE ANGLE 120 degrees 
vertical, 140 degrees horizontal 
PIXEL PITCH 0.29/mm 

RESPONSE TIME 16ms 

CONTRAST RATIO 450:1 
BRIGHTNESS 250cd/m’ 

WEIGHT 5.3kg 





VIEWSONIC VG710S 

Value 009000000 
009000000 
Performane @ 000000900 


Features 


OVERALL 





PRICE £1,750 (£1,489 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER www.ivojo.co.uk 
INFO www.plus.uk.com 
WARRANTY Three years RIB 


SYSTEM DLP 

RESOLUTION XGA 1,024x768 
ANSI LUMENS 3,000 (2,400 eco) 
CONTRAST RATIO 2000:1 
LAMP LIFE 2,000 hours 

NOISE 37cB (33dB eco) 

AUDIO 1W speaker 

SIZE 22x25x6cm 

WEIGHT 1.9kg 





PLUS U5 232 


Features 09090000090 
Performance @0 0 9000 
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1.4GHz PENTIUM-M NOTEBOOK PC 


Watford Aries Precision 5553 





henever theres new 
technology on the way, you 
can rest assured that the 
existing equivalent will drop in price. It’s 
evolution. Currently on the horizon are 
two innovations in mobile computing 
from Intel. In the next month or two we 
expect to see ‘Dothan’ processors, the 
next instalment in the Pentium-M 
series, which will apparently offer 
increased performance and lower 
power consumption. Hot on their heels 
will be a far more exciting proposition: 
an entirely new platform for notebook 
PCs, complete with 802.11b/g Wi-Fi, PCI 
Express and high-definition audio, 
codenamed ‘Sonoma’. 

With replacements in the pipeline, 
it follows that the present Pentium-M, 
and indeed the entire Centrino system, 
are gradually falling in price, resulting in 
a barrage of very reasonably-priced 
laptops. This in part explains the price 
of the Watford Aries Precision 5553. 

But, even taking into account the 
economics of evolution, £/05 for a 
Centrino notebook seems ridiculously 
cheap. We've never seen one under 
£800 before. 

So, how has Watford managed to 
keep the price so low? Well, a quick 
glance at the specification list reveals a 
number of areas in which corners have 
been cut. The processor, for example, 
may be a Pentium-M, but it's clocked 
at just 14GHz, 0.2GHz slower than 
most manufacturers dare to go. This 
is supported by 256MB of DDR RAM 
— a respectable amount, but half 
what were used to. Meanwhile, both 
graphics and sound rely on chips that 
are integrated into the main board. The 
Intel ‘Extreme’ graphics solution is a 
particularly disappointing inclusion. 
Were seeing more notebooks with 
stand-alone GPUs of late, and any of 
these make the on-board option look 
sluggish to say the least. 

Things don't get any more exciting 
in the storage department. At this 
price point, we can't argue with a 
DVD-ROM/CD-RW combo drive, but 
obviously wed prefer a DVD-RW. More 
disappointing is the 20GB hard drive. 
This 5400rpm Seagate model isn't a 
bad performer; HD Tach registered a 
random access time of 164ms, and 
an average read speed of 2/6mb/s. 
However, if you use your laptop on 
anything like a regular basis, you'll 
fill it far quicker than you would like. 

We should point out that many of 
these components can be upgraded, 
at extra cost, on Watford’s web site. 
However, if you make any substantial 
changes, you'll find that youre paying 
the same amount as you would for a 





BATTERY LIFE 


1446 


HARDWARE 





The Aries Precision 5553 features a surprisingly solid chassis for such a cheap 
notebook. This is an early indication that costs have been cut elsewhere in the unit. 





The presence of a DVD-ROM combo drive 
inside a £700 machine is further 
evidence of the death of the CD/RW. 


similar-spec machine from any other 
company, and this machines main 
selling point is lost. 


Getting testy 
With such an array of low-end parts, 
performance figures were always 
going to be dodgy. Even so, we were 
shocked by the Precision 55535 woeful 
performance in our benchmarks. A 
score of /2 in MobileMark2002 is 
simply appalling. This partly indicates 
a decidedly average level of system 
performance. However, MobileMark 
also reflects a laptops battery life, 
and it's in this regard that the Precision 
5553 really disappoints. A measured 
lifespan of one hour and 46 minutes 
is nowhere near what you would 
normally expect from a Centrino- 
based machine. In a low-performance 
machine that relies heavily on its 
portability, this isnt good enough. 
Following our comments on the 
mainboard-integrated graphics engine, 
and the overall system performance, 


youre probably not expecting 
much in the way of 3D graphics 
capability. You wont be surprised, 
then, to find that Watford's 
machine lags behind here as 
well. A result of just 2,300 in 
3DMark2001SE demonstrates 
that it even struggles with older 
applications. You can forget about 
running DirectX 90-reliant games; 
it could only handle one of the 
four tests in 3DMark2003, and 
emerged with a pitiful score of 116. 
There are some good points to this 
notebook. Built-in 802.11b Wi-Fi, for 
example, is far from a given at this 
price. The build quality is also pretty 
good. The display features poor 
viewing angles, and the keyboard is a 
little bouncy for our liking, but when 
any product costs £100 less than its 
rivals you almost expect bits to be 
falling off it. That's far from the case 
here. The chassis is solid, yet light 
enough to be considered truly mobile. 
The sad fact, though, is that the 
Precision 5553 isnt strong enough to 
compete in an extremely crowded 
laptop market. The lightweight chassis 
and mediocre system performance, not 
to mention the Centrino branding, flag 
it up as a highly-mobile machine, 
Suitable for road warriors and travelling 
office workers. Unfortunately, its 
usefulness in this regard is ruined by 
the sub-standard battery life. £705 for 
a Centrino machine may sound like a 
bargain, but, however much you pay 
for your notebook, you need it to fulfil 
a few basic requirements. Watford's 
offering falls down in too many areas. 
Russell James 





PRICE £705 (£600 ex VAT) 
DELIVERY £41 (£35 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER wwwsavastore.com 
INFO wwwsavastore.com 
WARRANTY Three years 
return-to-base 


CPU 1.4GHz Intel Pentium-M 
RAM 256MB DDR 

HDD 20GB Seagate 

DRIVES LiteOn 

DVD-ROM/CD-RW Combo 
GRAPHICS Intel 855GM 

SCREEN 14 lin SXGA (1,024x768) 
SOUND Realtek AC'97 
SPEAKERS Stereo 

COMMS 802.11b Wi-Fi, IR, 56K 
Modem, 10/100 LAN 

PORTS 2x USB 2.0, 4-pin FireWire, 
PCMCIA Type Il, Parallel, VGA-Out, 
S-Video, Headphones, Mic 
OTHER HARDWARE None 

OS Microsoft Windows XP 

Home Edition 

OTHER SOFTWARE Ability Office 


PCPlus 
MOBILE BENCHMARK 
50 100 150 


PCPlus 
SDMARK2001SE 
5,000 10,000 15,000 20,000 





The scroll button at the front of 
the chassis is an unusual touch, 
but most users will prefer the 
more traditional touch-pad. 


WATFORD ARIES 
PRECISION 5553 


Features CELLAS) 
Performance © 0 9 
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PRICE £25 (£22 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER wwwWebroot.com 
INFO www.Webroot.com 


CPU Pentium or equivalent 
RAM 16MB 
OS Windows 98 or later 


CPU 2.6GHz Pentium 4 
RAM 512MB 
OS Windows XP Pro 





WEBROOT SPY SWEEPER 
Value 00900000900 
Features 009000000 


OVERALL 








PRICE £27 (£23 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER www.maxivista.com 
INFO www.maxivista.com 


PRIMARY PC: 

CPU Pentium or equivalent 
RAM 32MB 

OS Windows 2000 or later 
SECONDARY PC: 

OS Windows 98 or later 


PRIMARY PC: 
CPU Athlon 3000+ 


MAXIVISTA.SE 


OVERALL 








SOFTWARE 


INTERNET SECURITY 


Webroot Spy Sweeper 


r 
Webroot 


Sweep Now 


ES Remove 
ao) Results 


EI] Options 


© Spy Sweeper 


Step 1: 


Sweep System Software Fingerprints Loaded: | 21,464 


Memory Items Inspected: [1,193 

Registry Items Inspected: | 7,317 _ 

Files/ Folders Inspected: [ 3,472 
Software Found: | 29 

Traces Found: [ 420 


[Estimated time remaining; 7 minute(s) 


Spy Sweeper is performing 
an in-depth examination of 
your computer. Thorough 
sweeps will ensure system 
and data privacy. 





Sweeping hard drives 
Now inspecting... 
c:\documents and settings\henry tucker. dellboy\local settings\temporary 


Help Min || Close 


Subscription Service: Activated 


Spy Sweeper does 
everything you would 
expect it to do, and 
more besides. 


knew carried a large 
amount of adware. 
We then installed 
Spy Sweeper to see 





internet Files\content.ieS\unr2zojo\drdivx104_box[1], gif 


> News 


Cookie found: Thunderdownloads Cookie 
Cookie found: TribalFusion Cookie 
Cookie found: Valueclick Cookie 

Cookie found: Adserver Cookie 


Qo 





@ f theres one thing thats more 
annoying than spam, it's 
spyware. In fact, behaviour-monitoring 
applications can be more than simply 
annoying — they can be dangerous. 
Adware, for example, sends personal 
information out, and enables 
companies to directly target you with 
pop-up ads. Spy Sweeper is designed 
to search your PC, and root out any 
spyware It finds. 

To test it, we installed software, 
downloaded from the Internet, that we 


DISPLAY SHARING 


what it could find. 

Not surprisingly, it 
found the software 
that we had put on 
there. However, it 
also found 21 other 
items that it wasn't 
happy with. Most of these were cookies 
for ads, which arent really that much of 
a problem, but more an annoyance. But 
it also found some adware software 
that we didn't know about. Finding 
and removing these apps made our 
browsing a lot more pleasurable. 

When searching for files, Spy 
Sweeper doesnt just run its eyes over 
your systems Windows directory 
looking for file names stored on its 
wanted list. It also checks your PC's 
registry and memory. This means that 


MaxiVista.SE 


| - 
PERFORM 
“VAWAR 


Diap he ew ee eh be ee eee es PE: | 


Paap i 
| Dini team m iiaa ‘Vind SE = | 
CLEP Tair | 

“= tigen = | 


[Dm ie ee oe py aa 
ee te) 


f 
C i a 





C) ost ‘unique’ software that we 
test simply doesn't work. Either 
there are glitches in the program, and it 
wont run on older PCs, or it's stacked 
full of spyware, or some other problem 
rears its ugly head. Thankfully, the 
MaxiVista network monitor sharer is 
different. This software has the sort of 
quality that makes it a prime candidate 


for use in the next iteration of Windows. 


MaxiVista seeks to temporarily 
utilise a second PC as a second screen. 
Since PCs generally don’t have any 
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MaxiVista SE enables 
a typical off-the-shelf 
PC to have up to 
three displays. 


ANCE 
D 


video inputs, a 
network connection 
with common TCP/IP 
protocol is used 
instead. This protocol 
means that the 
software should 
work on most 
post-Windows 
95 computers. 
Installation is 
phenomenally easy. Run the relevant 
installer on each machine, then load 
each program up. The server scans the 
network for other computers with the 
viewer software installed; when it finds 
one thats running the viewer, that 
computer simply shares the screen, 
with the desktop extended on to it. 
Rather than the expected rough 
layer of software on top of the 
Windows OS, easily flawed and bugged 
by other programs, this software plugs 
right into the Windows Property 


any spyware will be found, wherever It's 
hiding. The files having been located, 
you then need to decide what you're 
going to do with them. Some software, 
like the application we downloaded, 
needs adware in order for it to work. If 
you delete the adware support, it will 
cease to function, and you'll need to 
install it again, including the adware. To 
avoid this problem, you can choose to 
keep those spyware programs that you 
know about and want to keep. 

If you don't know what a file is, or 
whether its safe to delete it, you can 
click on the ‘more details’ button. You're 
then directed to the Webroot web site, 
where each file is explained. Having 
decided which files you want to keep, 
you can then delete the rest with 
complete peace of mind. 

Spyware is something that all PC 
users should be aware of, as it can 
have disastrous consequences. Spy 
Sweeper detects a large amount of 
Spyware, and, once you subscribe, it 
updates its definitions regularly. 
Considering the hassle that it could 
Save you, It really is a bargain. 

Henry Tucker 


settings. When you open up the 
Display Properties\Settings menu, you 
have an extra monitor display that can 
be adjusted just like any other. If there 
are problems, the MaxiVista software 
can force the extra monitor to a lower 
resolution and colour-depth. 

As you would expect, there is 
Slowdown between the two monitors, 
irrespective of how close together they 
are; after all, this software turns the 
second PC into a primitive Smart 
Display. We say primitive; like a Smart 
Display, the second PC has exceptional 
difficulties displaying moving images, 
and develops a worryingly low frame 
rate, if it displays movies at all. 

So, who should buy this software? 
The graphical limitations make it only 
useful for users who are interested in 
more static images. lts most potent if 
you want to use a laptop to carry one 
part of your PCs display around the 
home. Indeed, it works equally quickly 
over wireless networks, and the laptop 
can carry the installer with it, enabling 
you to access just about any other PC 
in the home. 

Dan Griliopoulos 





david.wiltshire@futurenet.co.uk 
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t first glance, WS_FTP Pro /6 looks like any 
other FIP client. Spend some time using the 
program, though, and you'll find a lot of 
handy features just below the surface. Next, get your 
creative juices flowing with Serifs PagePlus 6. It will 
have you producing adverts, notices, flyers, booklets, 
even web sites in no time! 

Exclusive to this month's disc is a Toolkit section, 
which encompasses 60 programs, four full and 56 
freeware titles, spanning four categories. Combine this 
with three further full programs, plus all the regular 
sections and you've got another packed line-up! 

SoftWide is also offering PC Plus readers a free 
blank 7OOMB capacity CD-R (while stocks last), plus a 
20 per cent discount off initial purchases. Visit www. 


softwide.com to find your nearest store or call Mail 
Order on 0845 644 8268. Just quote PC Plus. 


Visit pcplus.co.uk and get 
thousands of FREE downloads! 


> www.pcplus.co.uk /downloads/default.asp? 


The PC Plus web site is your one-stop resource for thousands of 
amazing free downloads, from essential utilities to major full 
programmes. You're bound to find something that you want! 


PCPlus gives you more 


Upgrade [£ 
and save “4 
money 

Save money on upgrades 


to the latest versions of 
our SuperDisc software 


= 
Tie fee See te a th [ie 


FL More © PCPlus cox 
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Lnternad Caplorer & 


= Technical Support 


Complete SuperDisc listing 


PUBLISHING TOOL: 
AS SOLD FOR £70 


Serif PagePlus 6 @ 
Desktop Publishing isn't the 
most accessible of genres, but 
PagePlus is a different matter. 
Serif understands that most 
people dont care about the 
technicalities, they just want 
to get creative. And PagePlus 
6 is extremely easy to use, 
even if you have no artistic 

or design skills at all. 
TWEAKING PROGRAM: Q 
AS SOLD FOR £24 

Tweak-XP Pro 2.0.9 
This hugely-versatile program 
supports a vast number of 
tweaks, all of them safely 
accessible via a single, 
Straightforward interface. 

No more risky and time- 
consuming Registry editing! 
Some functions can help boost 
your PCS speed as well. 


VOICE RESPONSE TOOL: 
AS SOLD FOR £25 


VoiceGuide 2 
Personal Edition 

Interactive Voice Response 
systems are a national joke, 
but with the aid of VoiceGuide 
you can build useful IVRs that 
both your business and your 
callers will appreciate, providing 
essential information at the 


touch of a button. Automatic 
call switching is easy as well. 


WEB SITE CREATION: 
AS SOLD FOR £53 


Straight2web 1.6e O 
Theres no easier way to build 
your web site than Straight2web. 
You dont need to know Internet 
technologies, or have any design 
Skills — just type in your text, 

add images and upload. 

AS SOLD FOR OVER £30 2 
ShowShifter 1.6.1 

Install ShowShifter and you can 
set a timer to record your 
favourite shows. They'te stored 

as video files on your hard drive, 
and you can then watch them at 
a time that suits you. This will 
work with most TV tuner cards 
using WDM drivers, and even 
some older models which only 
have Video for Windows drivers. 
SET UP PROGRAM: E 
AS SOLD FOR £18 

Ontrack Data Advisor 5 
Ontrack Data Advisor provides a 
comprehensive series of tests 
designed to track down the 
cause of your problems. And 
because it runs from a floppy, 


you can use it even if your PC 
won't boot. 


PERSONAL SEARCH ENGINE: @ 
AS SOLD FOR £915 

linkSearch 1.01 

LinkSearch can carry out a text 
indexing search of all the files 


within your site. The program 


RECORDING PROGRAM: 


Got a problem with your SuperDisc? 


= | = CONTACT PC PLUS CD AND DVD READER SUPPORT 











— neg eb Email pcplus.support @futurenet.co.uk 
i ae E= Tel 01225 822 743 
se mti Web site www.futurenet.com/support 


Our support staff will do their utmost to help you, but cannot 
provide assistance for Linux or BeOS software, or extensive 
training on the software or on PC hardware, DOS or Windows. 


If the SuperDisc fails 

to autorun after you've 
inserted the disc into your 
drive, simply run the program 
D:/SUPERDISC.EXE (D: being 
the DVD/CD drive, or other 
drive letter if appropriate). 


Insert the SuperDisc into 

your CD/DVD drive and it 
will autorun. Read the terms and 
conditions and click OK to 
proceed, or Cancel if you don’t 
wish to use the disc. If you click 
OK the interface will launch, 
enabling you to navigate the CD 
using the PCPlus custom interface. 


The PCPlus SuperDisc is 

designed to perform at its 
best using Internet Explorer 5.5 
(or above). mates : 
Damaged or missing SuperDisc 
MISSING SUPERDISC If you bought this issue of PC Plus 
but did not receive the discs, then see your newsagent. 
DAMAGED SUPERDISC |f in the unlikely event your 
cover disc is faulty, please call our reader support team 
on 01225 822 743 
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can run as a Windows Service 
(although it also works on Linux), 
and by default indexes the plain 
text files on your site every day. 
AS SOLD FOR £33 2 
WS_FTP Pro 76 


Cutting edge FIP is used by 
millions worldwide. Upload 

and download with ease, 
taking control of your files. 
Spend some time using this 
program, and you'll find lots 

of handy features below 

the surface. 

Konstruktor Pro @ 
Freelancer 3 

Running a business means 
being your own boss, and 
(hopefully) making a bit of cash 
too. Unfortunately it also involves 
lots of stress, and late nights. 
Konstruktor Pro Freelancer 3 is a 


versatile business package that 
can help in a number of ways. 


INTERNET TOOLS: 


BUSINESS PACKAGE: 
AS SOLD FOR £26 


MANAGEMENT TOOL: 
AS SOLD FOR £11 ONLY 4 
AceMoney 2.12.2 


Is your financial life a little 
complicated? Have you taken 
out a loan to pay off the credit 
cards you maxed out because 
of your big mortgage payments? 
AceMoney could help you to get 
back on track. 


MULTIMEDIA TOOLKIT 

ShowShifter 1.6.1 (Full) 

CDex 1.51, CyClops 2 

DivX Player (with DivX 
Codec) 5.1.1 

Dup Detector 3.03 

ffdshow 20040304 

Image Analyzer 1.18 

mp3DirectCut 1.35 

MP3Gain 1.0 

oggdropXPd 1.79 

Project Dogwaffle 1.2 

Quintessential Player 4.11 

The GodFather 0.58 

Winamp 5.02, XnView 1.66 


INTERNET TOOLKIT 
Straight2Web 1.6e (Full) 
602Pro LAN SUITE 
2003.0.03.028 
Abyss Web Server X1 
Al RoboForm 5.6.2 
Avant Browser 9.01 
Download Accelerator Plus 7 
EMS Free Surfer mk Il 
Foxmail 4 
lEtweak 2 1.0.4.2 
LeechGet 2004 1.1 
MailWasher 2.0.40 
Pictures Toolbar for IE 1 
PopTray 3.02 
WinHTTrack 3.30 
ZoneAlarm 4.5.538.001 


UTILITIES TOOLKIT 

Ontrack Data Advisor 5 (Full) 

2xExplorer 1.4.1.12 

7-Zip 3.1, AIDA32 3.90 

CloneSpy 2 

CutePDF Printer 1.2 

Enhanced Virtual Desktops 
2.0.0.6 

Eraser 5.7 Google Toolbar 2 

ilSystem Wiper 2.3 

Password Depot 1.70.2 

PowerCrypt 4.4 

Restoration 2.5.1.4 

SecuREcopy 2.2.300 

SISoft Sandra 2004 SP1 


BUSINESS TOOLKIT 
VoiceGuide PE (Full) 
AB Invoicing 2.5.1.134 
AccountUnity 1.0 


Contact Plus Personal 2.7 

Credit Card Math 3 

DeskCalc SE 2.10 

Finance Explorer 2.2.1 

Info Angel 1.7 Budget 1.6.11 

Loan Calculator by Schwenk 
2002.0.1 

PhoneDeck 1.3 

PocketTime 2.71 
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FULL PROGRAM 


AS SOLD FOR £100 


Serif 


PagePlus 6 





Windows 98 or later, 30 
MB disk space 








6 INTERMEDIATE 
Some desktop publishing 
knowledge would help 


SERIAL CODE 


To register, you'll need to 
call a freephone number, 
quoting the reference 
number in the program 


INFORMATION 


SUPPLIER wwwserif.com 
INFO wwwsserif.icom 


! None 







































No room to scribble on your current calendar? 
Use PagePlus to print a new one. Launch the 
program (or click FilelNew), and select ‘Start from 
Scratch’ when the Startup Wizard appears. What size 
of paper would you like to use? Browse the selection 
on offer, and select one you like (we've gone for 
A3 — Landscape) and click ‘Finish’. 
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Calendars on demand 


SERIF PAGEPLUS 6 





Create adverts, notices, flyers, booklets, and even web sites 
with this straightforward, but highly-versatile, publishing tool 


esktop publishing isn't the 
most accessible of genres, 
and its not that surprising. 
All that talk of baselines and gutters, 
Postscript and colour separation can 
soon Start to seem rather daunting. 
Serif understands that most people 
don't care about the technicalities, they 
just want to get creative. PagePlus 6 
is extremely easy to use, even if you 
have no artistic or design skills at all. 
Click on ‘Use a Page Wizard’ at the 
Opening screen and a list of projects 
to choose from will appear: signs, 
greetings cards, labels, notices, flyers, 
even web sites. Double-click on 
something simple, like a birthday card, 
to get started. You will be asked for 


some details to personalise the card, 
such as the recipient's name, and then 


you'll be asked to choose some colours. 


A Colour Scheme panel enables you 
pick from a set of predetermined colour 
combinations. lts much easier than 
selecting colours individually and trying 
to see if they match (although you can 
do that if you like). 

Add a personalised message to 
the card, and youre finished; one card 
produced in under a minute. If that 
seems a little too easy, or you don't 
want to use the default project 
templates, feel free to customise them 
to suit your needs. You can move page 
elements around, add new lines and 
shapes, and change the text's font and 


size until youTe satisfied. Everything 

is very straightforward to use, SO you 
probably won't be spending much time 
reading the documentation. 


Blank canvas 

The Page Wizards are fine for simple 
projects, but PagePlus is equally at 
home with more complex tasks. If you 
don't find a Wizard that matches your 
requirements, choose the Start from 
Scratch option instead. 

PagePlus now launches the Startup 
Wizard, which formats the page 
according to the type of publication 
you select. This might simply involve 
choosing a paper size (A3, A4, A5) or 
type (business cards, labels, postcards). 


Bat: Calendar Wizard 
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Type the year you want. 


Select the month you want. 

@ January C July 

© February C August 

© March C September 
C April © October 
C May © November 


C June © December 
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Let's customise our calendar with a logo. Click 
InsertlInsertiLogo to launch LogoPlus, choose 
one of the templates provided and click OK. Enter 
your company name (or your own name) in the text 
box, and click the tick box next to it. Play around 
with the buttons on your right to apply different text 
effects, change colours, or pick a new font. 





Aix) o 





i Cancel | 


Click the green tick at the bottom of LogoPlus to 
close it, and your logo appears on the page. 
Drag-and-drop it out of the way for the moment, in 
the top-left corner. Now we need to launch the 
Calendar wizard, so click InsertlinsertiCalendar. 
Choose Next, then pick the year and month where 
you'd like your calendar to start. Click Next again. 


Home Page 


Here's the pl ace to welcome visitors to your Web site and give 
them a brief summary of what it’s all about. Use this area to type 
further information about yourself and to invite them to explore 


the rest of the site. 


Or it could be more complicated; 
perhaps booklets, or posters made 
up out of several printed sheets. 

Once this is done, PagePlus 
displays the dreaded blank page, 
feared by creatively-challenged folks 
everywhere. But don't worry — even 
if your mind is as empty as the page, 
Serif has the tools to help. 

Click the Gallery panel on the 
right-hand side of the screen, and 
you'll find a selection of designs that 
can be incorporated into your page. 
Theres 3D text, advertisements, 
borders, logos, mastheads, and even 
complete business forms like invoices 
or purchases orders. Drag-and-drop 
any elements you need on to the 
page, then customise them as required. 

Trying this on our test machine 
initially resulted in us getting some 
error messages about fonts, followed 
by a program crash. If this happens to 
you, run Control Panel|Fonts, and 


Calendar Wizard 


How do you want it to look? 
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Varsit 





$% Cut 
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Align Object... 
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Wrap Settings... 
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@ Zoom In 
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manually install Serif's fonts from the 
SuperDisc. Reboot your PC, and this 
time everything should work properly. 


Advanced features 
User-friendliness is a feature 
throughout PagePlus, but there are 
plenty of extra features below the 
surface to keep more accomplished 
desktop publishers happy. Reusing 
previous designs will save you plenty 
of time, and PagePlus provides a 
simple way to do it. Click the Portfolio 
panel, then hold down the [Ctrl] key 
and drag an object on to the Designs 
group. Store commonly-used graphics, 
such as your company logo here, and 
they'll immediately be available for 
use in other projects. 

Entering text is done using an 
application called WritePlus, which 
at first glance looks much as youd 
expect; type text here, choose the font 
there, and set attributes such as point 


27 | oe 





Select the name of the calendar style you want, using 


the preview as a guide. 





< Back Cancel | 


Now choose whether your weeks should begin 

on Sunday or Monday, how you want the day 
names to appear, and whether there should be room 
to write on the calendar. If this isn’t enough choice, 
PagePlus also offers a range of calendar styles. Click 
each option in turn, and check how it looks in the 
Preview window. Click Next when you're happy. 


SERIF PAGEPLUS 6 


And there we have page one of the calendar. 
Click on it and you'll see eight handles appear 
around the border, which you can use to resize it (the 
vector graphics mean no loss in quality). Then drag 
the calendar into position. Right-click the calendar 
or logo if you want to edit them further, perhaps 
rearranging colours with the Colour Mapper. 


Home Page 
About Me 
Photo Albu 


Hobbies 


If you don't like the 


avorite Link 


E-mail Mie) another with a single 


click of the mouse. 


web site in minutes. 


size, bold, italic and underlined. There 
are lots of welcome extras, though, 
such as the ability to apply a style to 
any highlighted text. Tools including 
Find and Replace, Spell Check, 
Thesaurus, Word Count and Proof 
Reader are all just a mouse click away. 

When exploring PagePlus, don't 
rely solely on browsing the menus. 
Some of the most interesting features 
are only available from the toolbar. 
Choosing the Insert button, for example, 
reveals options to create and insert 
your own logo, design a table, or 
produce a calendar. Iwo of these 
options are good enough to be stand- 
alone utilities in their own right, so 
make sure you give them a try. 

If your work is going to be sent 
off to the printers, don't forget the 
Professional Print Wizard. This walks 
you through all the steps necessary to 
output for process colour, spot colour, 
or normal composite printing. PCP 
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colour scheme on the 
sample projects, choose 


The bundled templates 
help you create a simple 
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Upgrade to new 
Serif products 


Get creative with these 
special offers — but hurry! 


PagePlus 9 adds several great new 
features, such as the ability to create 
PDF documents, and comes with a 
resource CD packed with extras. It's 
yours for £80, £20 off the usual price. 
And image editor PhotoPlus 9 and 
drawing tool DrawPlus 7 are both 
available for £60 (£20 discount). Or 
buy all three for £180, saving almost 
£80. But don’t hang around, because 
all offers expire 31 May 2004. Call 
0800 376 7070 now, quoting code: 
RO/PCPL/PP6/0404 to order. 


www.serif.com 





Professional Print Wizard 








Hint 

The PostScript files created when doing professional 
printing can be large. It's often easier to transfer files to 
your service bureau if the output is split up into separate 
files. 

If you check these options, the names of the PostScript 
files will be appended with the page number and/or 
color of the separation as appropriate. 

It can be useful to use a file compression utility such as 
WinZip to help in transferring your PostScript files. 
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< Back Cancel | 


Finished? There are lots of ways to share your 

work with the outside world. Choose FilelExport 
as Picture, for instance, and you can save it in a 
number of different graphics formats. Choose Filel 
Print or Print Preview to produce a copy on your local 
printer, or FilelProfessional Print Wizard if you're 
sending it to a commercial printer. 









TWEAK-XP PRO 2.0.9 


FULL PROGRAM AS SOLD FOR £16 


Tweak-XP Pro 


Don't put up with your default XP settings — fine-tune them 
until Windows Is working in exactly the way you want it to 





Windows XP only, 
7MB disk space 





0 10 4 INTERMEDIATE 
Min Easy to use, but some 
options are powerful 


SERIAL CODE 


6 None required 


INFORMATION 


SUPPLIER Totalidea Software 
INFO wwwiotalidea.com 








None 


2.0.9 





There are two ways to tune 

Windows XP You can spend 

hours exploring each Control 
Panel applet, buying a book or two 
about the Registry might help, and of 
course you'll also need to visit every tip 
Site and software library on the web. 

Alternatively, just install Tweak-XP 
Pro. This hugely versatile program 
supports a vast number of tweaks, all 
of them safely accessible via a single, 
Straightforward interface. No more risky 
and time-consuming Registry editing. 
Some of these functions can help 

boost your PCs speed. Click System 
Performance|Cache Optimization, for 
instance, and you'll find a number of 
memory, cache and hard drive tweaks. 
These can be very effective, but don't 
change anything unless you fully 


understand the potential consequences. 


Turning on unsuitable options for your 
system could well reduce performance 
to a crawl. Other features are more 
cosmetic. Iricks and tweaks include 









© Tweak-XP Pro - The Premier Companion to Windows XP 


About Tweak-XP Pro... Help... 


Tweak-*P -d 


The Tweaking And Tuning Utility 
For Windows XP a 


ahi: System Performance 
@® Tricks and Tweaks 


(9) Utilities 
TS) Windows Utilities 
File Renamer 
[FA File Shredder 
G Password Generator 
x) Program Censorship 
CI) Zip File Doctor 
- Time Synchronization 
ô Folder Protection 
®, Auto-Shutdown 
B Registry Cleaner 
s DiscDrive Doctor 
£ Backup Windows Activation 


Registry Cleaner... 


Tweak-XP's Registry Cleaner searches the Windows 
registry For invalid file and path values, It helps you 
clean your registry and repairs invalid registry entries. 


= Search-Settings... 
Start a 
| Select at | All | Deselect al | All 146 wa Found, 


| RootKey | Subkey | 4 
DOHKEY_CURRENT_USER = Environment\Classpath C:\Program a= 
[DOHKEY_CURRENT_USER  Software\@head\Nero-B... C:\Program Files\ahead\Nerc 
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COHKEY_CURRENT_USER  Software\Ahead\Nero-B... C:\Program Files\ahead\Nerc 
DOHKEY_CURRENT_USER = Software\Ahead\Nero-B... C:\Program Files\ahead\Nerc 
DOHKEY_CURRENT_USER = Software\Ahead\Nero-B,.. C:\Program Files\GrabIt\Dow 
= HKEY_CURRENT_USER SoftwarelAheadiNero-B... C:\Program ees v 


ab Internet Tweaks ) jiji 


SS A Create a | @ create a Backup of the Registry | of the Registry | $ clean Selected Registry Keys | Clean Selected | $ clean Selected Registry Keys | Keys 


Registered to: Free Full-Version for Future Publishing - NO SUPPORT - NO UPDATES 


Internet: http://www, tweak-xp.com | 147 MB free CPU Usage: 4% | 15:04:08 








oe Help + Settings 


options to customise the Desktop, 
reconfigure the Start menu, change 
Folder icons and a whole lot more. 
TweakxP-Pro also comes with a 
whole library of PC utilities. Is your PC 
too slow, for example? Then the 
Memory Optimizer, hard disk cleaner, 
RAM disk, modem tweaker, ad and 
pop-up blocker, and Registry cleaner 
may just help. Elsewhere you'll find a 
range of security tools, like a file 
shredder and password generator. 
Folder Protection enables you to hide 
the contents of specified files, while 
Program Censorship prevents named 
applications from running on your PC. 
Some of the functions here are 
available from within XP assuming you 
know where to look. But why bother? 
Lifes much easier when you have all 
these tweaks collected together in one 
place. Theres plenty more to discuss 
about Iweak-XP Pro, but we don't have 
the space, so why not install and 
explore the program for yourself? PCP 


Upgrade to 
Tweak-XP Pro 3 


Give yourself even 
more tweaking power 
with this low-cost update 


Was there anything left to include in 
Tweak-XP Pro 3? Well, yes; the latest 
version includes Registry back-up 

and restore, an automatic wallpaper 
changer, more Internet Explorer 
tweaks, improved RAM optimisation, 
password protection and a whole lot 
more. Upgrade for £23 (a £3 saving) at 
secure.emetrix.com/order/product.as 
p?PID=20097724&DID=11313481D=& 
Q=1&DC=-WXPMSPUPGR&CUR= 


www.totalidea.com 





Tweak your way to faster web browsing 
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No need to download lots of different Internet 
accelerators — Tweak-XP Pro has everything 
you need. Start by clicking Internet TweaksIPop-Up 
Blocker, then checking ‘Activate Pop-Up Blocker’. 

If this is not effective, add new words and phrases 
to block any pop-ups that might get through. 





PCPlus 216 | Spring 2004 





et ar] 


Bh fp 
i ey coe fee Cae ahai mpa F ir oe Fiam 
[Ei me he a Fae af NTP a i a fl [eure aa Fil] 


Higher ie Prom Pu er ah ten Paure Mutha © APER] © BODAS 
Co (hw a 





After setting a System Restore point (see 
System Performance), click ‘Modem Tweaks’, 
and choose your ISP and connection type from the 
lists. This will tweak your connection settings, 
hopefully improving download speed. Check ‘Increase 
http sessions allowed’ to boost IE performance. 
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Now select Ad Blocker, and check the ‘Activate 
Ad-Blocker’ option. This blocks banner ads from 
the listed servers (click ‘Add Server to List’ if you 
want to customise it further). You must reboot after 
making any changes (even just server names) before 
your tweaks will come into effect. 





FULL PROGRAM AS SOLD FOR £24 


VoiceGuide 
Personal Edition 


VOICEGUIDE PERSONAL EDITION 


Tired of hard-to-navigate telephone voice menu systems? 
Try building one of your own that your callers will appreciate 





Windows 98 or later, 
15MB disk space, voice 
modem or other 
telephony device 





0 10 6 INTERMEDIATE 
Hnt Scripting or programming 
knowledge will be a help 





SERIAL CODE 


G None 


INFORMATION 


SUPPLIER Katalina Technologies 
INFO www.katalina.com.au 


! None 











ou want to make a 
complaint, so you pick up 
the phone to call VeryBig 
Industries, ready to shout at someone, 
and... its a ‘press 3 for customer 
services -type voice system. After five 
minutes of trying to find your way 
around the menu system, you give up. 
Interactive Voice Response systems 
like this are a national joke, but with 
the aid of VoiceGuide you can build 
useful IVRs that both your business 
and your callers will appreciate. 
Automatic call switching is easy; 
someone calls in, hears your message, 
and presses a button to decide who 
they're calling. VoiceGuide then 
transfers the call to the right extension. 
Voicemail is another possibility. Callers 
can phone in to your system and leave 
a message for you. Messages can be 
forwarded to another phone, or sent by 
email, and a pager can then alert you. 
This is just the start. Callers can ring 
you, choose a page of information, and 


Explore the VoiceGuide scripts 


“x GetMarketLevels 


"yn a 





Line number : 19 


Run ¥B Script | Play | Paths | 


veses JG etMarketLevels 


y [MarketNasdaq] {" & iIndexNasdaq 6&6 "}" & 
“[MarketSPS00]{" & iIndexSP500 «6 "}" 


Wait until YB Script completes. 


have it faxed to the number they enter 
(if you have a separate fax program). 
Or you could interrogate a database to 
return real-time information, like stock 
quotes. It's even possible for Voice 
Guide to make its own calls, perhaps 
carrying out a telephone survey. 

The secret to all this flexibility is in 
VoiceGuides scripting tool. It comes with 
14 different modules designed to carry 
out fundamental tasks, such as playing 
or recording sound files, transfering or 
making a call, sending email or 
querying a database. The ability to 
evaluate expressions and run programs 
or VB Scripts adds even more versatility. 

You don't need expensive hardware 
to try this out for yourself. A basic voice 
modem could be enough, although 
you'll need to try it (DTMF and busy 
tone detection may not always be 
reliable). Visit the author's web site for 
more details on recommended 
hardware (www.katalina.com.au/ 
suppRecomHardware.htm). PCP 


strResultVariables= "[MarketDow]{" & iIndexDow & ~— 


{v 


EA Load VBS | 





Cancel 













Upgrade 
to VoiceGuide 
Professional 


If you thought the Personal 
Edition was versatile, just 
take a look at this... 


Get the professional version of 
VoiceGuide and you'll be able to 
handle up to 240 phone lines and 

an unlimited number of modules. 
The Enterprise Edition offers extra 
programmable goodies, such as 
subscripts and an ActiveX Server, and 
the VoiceGuide Auto Dialer is a fully- 
featured outbound dialing system. 
Prices start at around £82, but you 
can get a 10 per cent discount with 
our special offer (www.katalina.com. 
au/pcplusoffer.htm). 


www.katalina.com.au 





Look at the second step. Its name (GetMarket 
Levels) is displayed in the title bar, and the icon 
indicates this is a VBS module. Click on ‘VBS’ and 
you'll see a script that logs on to finance.yahoo.com, 
and grabs market data like the Dow Jones index. 
It could just as easily grab the latest news stories 
or football scores — it’s entirely up to you. 


The stock quotes are returned to VoiceGuide, 
and read back in the ‘Say DOW’ step. Click on 
the ‘Play sound file’ icon on that module to see how 
it works. This plays a prefix message (‘The Dow Jones 
is trading at...’) then reads the number returned online. 
This is about as complicated as any VoiceGuide script 
gets; master this, and you can do anything. 
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It takes a while to learn the VoiceGuide 





scripting basics. You could just pile into the 
documentation, but it’s quicker (and more fun) to 
explore the demonstration scripts. Launch the Script 
Designer, then click FilelOpeniinternet Portalllnternet 
Portal.vgs. The script looks just like a flow chart, so 
it’s easy to figure out what it does. 









FULL PROGRAM AS SOLD FOR £53 


Straight2web 
1.6e 


STRAIGHT2WEB 1.6e 
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Step 4 Upload 
Lise (his screen 14 upload 





Create your own stylish and user-friendly web site in 
minutes, with no special skills or knowledge required 





Windows 98 or later, 
10MB disk space 





0 10 4 BEGINNER 
Min There's no easier way 
to build a web site 


SERIAL CODE 


www-straight2web.co.uk/ 
fpoffer.htm 


INFORMATION 


SUPPLIER Engineering Adventures 
INFO wwwstraight2web.co.uk 


! None 








t used to be so simple. If 

you wanted to build a web 

site but didn't know HTML, 
then you would use a WYSIWYG editor 
to handle the difficult bits. No problem. 
Then WYSIWYG editors grew to support 
all the new technologies, and now 
they're all about scripting, databases, 
stylesheets and XML. What can 
beginners use to create and manage 
their web sites now? 

Theres no easier way to build your 
web site than Straight2web. You don't 
need to know Internet technologies or 
have any design skills — just type in 
your text, and add the images. The 
authors suggest your first web site will 
take around ten minutes longer than 
you spend writing the content. 

High speed with this kind of 
program normally means poor quality, 
but Straight2web is an exception. To 
see It in action, you only have to click 
the Build tab, select ‘Build All’; the 
program creates a default site, and 


Instant web site: just add content 





Designing your Straight2web site starts with the 

menus. Need some Links pages? Click Contact 
in the menu list, then select Insert Menu Before, and 
‘New Menu’ will be added to the list. Click on it, then 
change its name in the box to ‘Links’. 
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displays it in your browser. These 
pages look good, and also have more 
functionality than you would expect. 
Click on the left-hand Features link, 
and you'll see a sub-menu appear 
with more options. Everything here can 
be customised again without worrying 
about code. 

Theres a built-in search engine, too. 
Type Javascript into the box, then click 
‘Search to see how it works. Theres no 
need to understand scripting or CGI, or 
link to a slow third-party provider. 

Straight2web isnt just for beginners, 
though. If youte more knowledgeable, 
then customising the site templates 
can give your pages a different look. 
You can add Flash movies or custom 
scripts directly from the Content page, 
and even directly edit the style sheet. 

Straight2web provides a built-in 
FTP client, too, so you can upload 
your site without switching to another 
application. Powerful, fast and simple — 
you won't need anything else? PCP 





Upgrade to 
the latest version 


Get even more control 
over your web pages 
with these new features 


Straight2web 1.7 adds some 
invaluable new options, such as 

the ability to add tables anywhere 

in your site (and import directly from 
Excel files). Project files enable you 
to produce and manage multiple 
web sites, and there have been 
improvements to the menu generator, 
picture controls, FTP uploader and 
more. Prices start at £53, and you 
can find all the details at 
www-straight2web.co.uk. 


www-straight2web.co.uk 


4% Changing the text in a website 


Step 2 - Sheply order your test inte the edt bones provid = *2¥ENtUres 
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Choose the Content tab, and pick ‘Links’ in the 
top-left ‘Menu Group Select’ box. Now enter a 
title, heading and summary for this page (we've used 
‘News’). To add a link, click Auto Code Generatorsl 
Web page hyperlink, then enter the link text, URL 
and type (use this browser window, or a new one). 


Ve eats hee aoha t Boe few can eee the verte aroo anew (P e bere 
Vos page 26 tact he AEDE #9 Seah Apel © en eget me, weet 


So now we've got some News links, but what 

about adding extra pages for TV, music, friends’ 
pages and so on? Click Add Page At End and 
Straight2web adds a new page to this menu group, 
so you can add content as before. If you're not sure 
about something, browse the Active Tutor window. 





SHOWSHIFTER 1.6.1 








B 


REQUIREMENTS Windows 98 or later, 300MB disk space, DirectX compatible sound card, 
DirectX 8.1b or later 

SUPPLIER Home Media Networks 

INFO www-showshifter.com SERIAL CODE Not required 


ShowShifter 1.6.1 


ShowShifter plays 
music and video 
files, as well as 
enabling you to 
watch TV and DVDs. | | 


l O i shifter 





Turn your TV card-equipped PC into a video recorder 


Oo s your PC life becoming too work-oriented? Do you spend hours 
slaving away in Microsoft Office, when youd really rather be 
watching daytime TV? Add a TV tuner card to your system and you can 
do just that. But why stop there? Install ShowShifter and you can also set 
a timer to record your favourite shows. Each program is stored as a video 
file on your hard drive, and can be watched at a time that suits you. 

This will work with most TV tuner cards using WDM drivers, and even 
some older models that only have Video for Windows drivers, but 

check www.showshifter.com for more information on your specific 
hardwares compatibility. 

ShowShifter provides some neat features when you watch TV, too. 
You can pause programmes, even when watching them live, then catch 
up later when convenient. And it works with some remote controls, too. 

Don't have a TV tuner card? The program can also act as a player for 
other file types. You can watch videos and music files you've downloaded 
from elsewhere, for instance, as long as you have a recent version of 
Windows Media Player installed. (This needs to be at least version 71, 
although the later it is, the better file support you'll get). 

ShowShifter also comes with its own DVD player, but for this to work 
you must have an MPEG2 decoder installed already. Compatible decoders 
are listed in the documentation and on the ShowShifter web site, but, as a 
general guide, if you've got another DVD player installed then ShowShifter 
should work seamlessly as well. 


Upgrade to 
ShowShifter 3 


Your PC could be the ultimate home media centre 


The latest ShowShifter enables you to browse TV listings, listen to CDs or 
instantly play any Windows Media-supported audio formats. There's also 
a slideshow feature for viewing your digital photos, and a new FM radio 
module which lets you schedule, record and time-shift your favourite 
radio programs. You can upgrade to ShowShifter 3 for just £22 by visiting 
www.showshifter.com. 


www.showshifter.com 


ONTRACK DATA ADVISOR 










O 


REQUIREMENTS Windows 98 or later, 144MB floppy drive, FAl-formatted hard drive 
SUPPLIER Ontrack 

INFO www.ontrack.com 

SERIAL CODE Not required 


Ontrack Data Advisor 5 


Data Advisor is 
easy to use, for 


a DOS utility; 

there’s even diag c utility 
mouse and Version 5.00 

CD support. 


This program creates on Ontrock® Dota Advisor 
booteble diskette. 
ats sional“ e eee amarkata 


To et the progrom. press 
NOTE, Diskette wite-protect window must be closed 





Is your PC always crashing? Give it a health check... 


Q or all Microsofts talk about ‘stability’, Windows PCs crash all 

the time. So often, in fact, that we start to make excuses for them. 
Perhaps it was that utility you installed yesterday, that driver you updated, 
or the latest Windows patch that caused the problem. 

But there may be other reasons. What if the hard drive has problems, or 
your RAM is failing? Ontrack Data Advisor provides a comprehensive series 
of tests designed to track down the cause of your problems. And because 
it runs from a floppy, you can use it even if your PC refuses to boot. 

Run the Data Advisor set-up program, and it will ask for a single 
formatted floppy. The boot and diagnostic files will be stored on this disc, 
overwriting any data it currently holds, so make sure it doesn't contain 
anything important. 

Now insert the new disc into your floppy drive, and reboot. The system 
should load the Data Advisor diagnostic tools automatically, (It loads Windows 
as normal? Check the boot device order in your BIOS Setup program). 

Once Data Advisor is running, just let it carry out its tests. These start with 
a lengthy RAM check, followed by some random seeks on your hard drive 
to confirm that it's working okay. A SMART status check reports on your 
current hard drive condition, while a file structure test and complete surface 
scan verifies your data integrity. 

When this has been finished a test report is displayed, and saved to 
floppy. Run Data Advisor regularly, even if your PC seems fine, and catch 
any issues before they become really serious. 


EasyRecovery 
DataRecovery 


You've diagnosed the problem. Now, how about fixing it? 


Whether your hard drive has failed, or you've just been careless with the 
‘Delete’ button, the end result is the same: vital data has disappeared, and 
you need it back. Ontrack EasyRecovery DataRecover can recover lost data, 
files, folders or even whole partitions, and now the Standard or Business 
versions can be yours for 20 per cent off the normal asking price (saving at 
least £22. See www.ontrack.co.uk /promotions/futuremag.asp for more. 


www.ontrack.co.uk 
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FULL PROGRAM 


LINKSEARCH 1.01 


AS SOLD FOR £915 


linkSearch.) 


(with Macromedia Dreamweaver Connections) 





Windows NT, 2000, XP 
and Linux 

Sun Java 14 or later 
(14.2. is provided) 


7 INTERMEDIATE 
Easy to use, but some 
configuration required 


SERIAL CODE 


G Not required 


INFORMATION 


SUPPLIER Datalink Nordic 
INFO www.datalink.se/en_index.html 


! None 

























































Enable visitors to search your web site with this personal search 
engine, which is equally at home indexing local or network drives 


an you imagine the Internet 
without search engines? It's 
not an appealing idea. The 
ability to scan billions of pages and 
extract just the ones we need Is 
indispensable. Without it, the web 
would be virtually useless. 

Visitors to your own web site may 
face a similar problem, although on a 
much smaller scale. It might be easy to 
navigate, but theres no substitute for a 
good search tool. By entering keywords 
visitors can escape the confines of your 
site structure, and quickly extract all the 
information they need. 

linkSearch can help by carrying out 
a text indexing search of all the files 
within your site (as long as you can 


Install and configure linkSearch 


Required Configuration Page 1of6 
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Launch the linkSearch installer, and click 

through the Welcome screen, licence agreement 
and ‘Readme’. Fill in the server name and IP address 
of the system you'll use for Administration. (Use a 
valid server name, even if only searching locally, and 
127.0.0.1 for the IP address). Then enter a folder on 
your PC network, or URL that you want to reference. 
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The second screen asks you to choose a user 

ID and password that will be used for web 
administration of linkSearch. These default to 
linkSearch and linkSearch01, but using these isn’t 
particularly secure, so we'd pick something else and 
make a note of it. Check the default country and 
language locales are set correctly, and click OK. 


install it on the server, that is). The 
program can run as a Windows Service 
(although it also works on Linux), and 
by default indexes the plain text files 
on your site (TXT, HTML, ASP CFM and 
so on) every day. 

You can search using a number of 
keywords or whole phrases, and 
combine them using Boolean terms. As 
the linkSearch checks indexes, not the 
source files, results appear in seconds. 

Flexible development options mean 
there are lots of ways to integrate 
linkSearch with your site. Theres a Java 
client and an Active Server Object, for 
instance, so you can use either JSP or 
ASP to communicate with the search 
service. And a set of Macromedia 


Recommended Configuration Page 2 of 6 
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Dreamweaver extensions are provided 
to assist in designing your search 
forms. If you dont have your own web 
server, the program also doubles as an 
Intranet search engine, and can even 
index the text files on your own hard 
drive. A client program is provided to let 
you access the service. 


Installation 

linkSearch is a powerful search tool, 
but its genuinely industry-strength, and 
you need to treat it with care. To boost 
performance, for example, the program 
keeps its search tree in RAM. When 
indexing thousands of files, this could 
easily take 100MB or more. Caching 
and storage means linkSearch could 


Recommended Configuration Page 4 of 6 
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Page 3 lets you define the amount of RAM 

you'd like linkSearch to use. Increasing these 
figures may improve performance, but leave it for 
now. Click Next, and choose the time of day you'd 
like linkSearch to carry out its indexing. Leave the 
program to start as a service when your PC boots, 
unless you've good reason to do otherwise. 


linkSearch Search page (Untitled-1*) - Macromedia Dreamweaver MX 
‘Arkiv Redigera Visa Infoga Andra Text Kommandon Plats Fönster Hjälp 








Rent: 


also require a significant chunk of disk 
space — perhaps /OOMB for 100,000 
different words. 

If youd like to try the program, the 
first step is to install Sun Java 14 from 
the Superdisc (unless you have it 
already). Note that this may affect 
your browsing with Internet Explorer. 
Microsoft uses a different variety of 
Java, and installing the Sun version 
could mean some applets you use 
normally will no longer work. To restore 
Microsoft's Java, select Control Panell 
Java Plug-In|Browser, and clear the 
‘Microsoft Internet Explorer’ box. 

Next, launch the linkSearch installer 
itself by double-clicking on linkSearch_ 
installer_standard_1_O_ljar. There are 
lots of settings to make here, and 
some of them are extremely important; 
see the walkthrough for more details. 

This installs the core search service; 
to see the other components available, 
browse to the \linkSearch folder, or 


Doo types: 
— 


Locale: jens) 





wherever you stored the application. 
Double-click on Dreamweaver\ 
linkSearch_dw_v1.0.mxp to install the 
Dreamweaver extensions, or launch 
WinLinkSearch|Setup.exe if you'll be 
using linkSearch on your desktop. 


Check the doc folder for documentation. 


linkSearch tweaks 
This version of linkSearch can be set 
up to index a domain, or your local 
drive, but not both. The default mode 
is ‘Internet’. To index your hard drive 
make sure you've specified the starting 
folder on your drive in ‘Page T of the 
set-up process. Next, switch your 
linkSearch license files around (see 
\linkSearch, by default). Locate the file 
called ‘license.lcs’, and rename it to 
‘license_internet.lcs’. Then rename 
‘license_localnet.lcs’ to ‘license.lcs’. 
linkSearch won't spot this change 
until its service is restarted. Select Start! 
Run, then launch services.msc, find the 


LINKSEARCH 1.01 


Logs page 







linkSearch) 


WEB Administration 


View or empty linkSearch log files, 





| Show error log 


7| ed 





for troubleshooting. 


linkSearch provides 


linkSearch service, and stop and restart 
it (or reboot your PC). Now you should 
be able to use WinLinkSearch to scan 
the Index and look for documents. 

If youre intending to use linkSearch 
for web searching, check the linkSearch 
\ASP and linkSearch\|SP folders on 
your PC. These include pre-built client 
pages you can use, in conjunction with 
your web server, to access the search 
service. Alternatively, use the 
Dreamweaver extensions to build 
search pages of your own. 

Problems? Unfortunately the installer 
offers the only way to configure many 
key linkSearch settings. If you want to 
edit any subsequently, you'll need to 
edit the linkSearch.xml file manually 
View the file itself, and linkSearch\ 
doc\Readme.html for more advice. 
Don't forget to stop and restart the 
linkSearch service after any changes 
and consult the provided help if you 
encounter difficulties. PCP 


linkSearch) 


WED Administration 


Request procesaed successfully! 
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The Web Administration 
pages provide statistics 
and error logs — useful 


simple ASP and JSP pages 
to show how you can 
use the search service. 


£ 


UPGRADE & 


SAVE 


ELES 







Upgrade to 
linkSearch Plus 


Index more documents 
with this special upgrade 


linkSearch Standard is restricted to 
indexing plain text files (HTML, ASP 
CFM and so on). The Plus version 
can do all that, but also adds the 
ability to search PDF, Flash and 
Office files (Microsoft, OpenOffice 
and StarOffice). Unlike the Standard 
version, Plus can also index and 
search web sites and local drives at 
the same time. This would normally 
cost £2275, but as a special offer 
you can upgrade for only £995. 
Visit www.qbssoftware.com/ 
PCPlusLinkSearch for the details. 


www.gbssoftware.com 





The Windows search client is WinLinkSearch. 
After setting it up, run the Run program and it 
sits in your system tray, ready to pop-up at a double- 
click. If you want to search your local systems rather 
than a domain, click Settings, type localnet in the 
Domains box, then click AddlSave SettingsiClose. 
Enter a keyword in the Search box and press Enter. 
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Page 5 also contains sensible default settings, 

and you can click Next to move on to the final 
stage. The most important option here is ‘Service 
port’, which defines the port that will be used by 
linkSearch (and so must be open in your firewall, 
unless you're only using the program locally). You 
also get to choose how often indexing occurs. 


Click through the remaining screens and 
linkSearch will install and start the service. 
Launch your browser, and enter the URL localhost:4141 
(or replace with the Admin address and port you 
entered earlier). Type your user name and password, 
then click StatisticsiIGo. No words will be indexed yet, 
but you should see ‘Request processed successfully’. 










WS_FTP PRO 7.6 





REQUIREMENTS Windows 98 or later, 6MB disk space 
SUPPLIER Ipswitch Inc 

INFO www.ipswitch.com 

SERIAL CODE Not required 


WS_FTP Pro 76 


The familiar 
interface means 
it's easy to use 
WS_FTP Pro 
straight away. 


TET 


j 


HERNEN H 


Speed up FIP transfers with this suite of Internet tools 


O t first glance, WS_FTP Pro looks just like any other FTP client. An 
Explorer-like window to browse your files (check), another for the 
remote site (check), drag-and-drop between them (check). 

Spend some time using the program, though, and you'll find lots of 
handy features just below the surface. Start a transfer and WS_FTP Pro 
can automatically split large files into multiple sections. These are then 
transferred concurrently, like a download manager, potentially offering a 
significant speed boost. 

Sometimes uploads and downloads don't go smoothly, but WS_FTP Pro 
can cope. If a transfer fails, then the program will automatically try again, and 
it can resume interrupted transfers for good measure. 

A host of tools start with the Scheduler, where you can set up regular 
uploads and downloads for files and folders. If you need even more control, 
use the powerful scripting utility to automate all your file transfer tasks. 

Knowing exactly which files you want to upload is sometimes an Issue, 
but not with the WS_FIP Pro Synchronise tool. This enables you to mirror 
two folders, perhaps a web site on your hard drive, and the copy on a 
remote server. Now theres no need to remember what you should transfer, 
because Synchronise does all the hard work for you. 

Bonus features include browser integration and a Find utility, which 
searches remote FTP sites for files that match your criteria (name, modified 
date and size). If you're not happy with your existing FTP client, then WS_FTP 
Pro has to be worth a look. PCP 


Upgrade to 
WS FIP Pro 8 


Edit files on FTP sites and more with the latest version 


The latest WS_FTP Pro now supports Thumbnail view, just like Windows, 
making it easy to identify and transfer images. You can edit files on FTP 
sites (no more manual download first, upload afterwards), or transfer 
files and folders without having to load WS_FTP Pro first. To order for 
£13 excluding VAT and shipping, telephone 0870 443 2812 and quote 

PC Plus magazine issue 216. 


www.ipswitch.com 
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O FULL PROGRAM 
AS SOLD FOR £33 








KONSTRUKTOR PRO FREELANCER 3 


O FULL PROGRAM 
AS SOLD FOR £26 

REQUIREMENTS Windows 98 or later, 14MB disk space 

SUPPLIER application.dk 


INFO www.application.dk 
SERIAL CODE www.application.dk/promo/ 


Konstruktor Pro 
Freela ncer 3 (single user licence) 


Keep track of 
projects easily 
with Konstruktor 
Pro’s tools. 









Save money by managing your business more efficiently 


Q unning a business means being your own boss, making all the 
decisions, and (hopefully) making a bit of cash too. Unfortunately it 
also involves lots of stress, and late nights spent doing paperwork — and 
you need all the assistance you can get. 

Konstruktor Pro Freelancer 3 is a versatile business package that can 
help in a number of ways. Start by entering basic details for all your current 
projects (description, current status, contact person, deadline, priority and 
so on). Then attach multiple documents to the project, so specifications, 
change requests and anything else relevant is available in one place. 

The Gantt chart module helps you manage more complex projects, 
by splitting them into phases and displaying a graphical timeline. It's ideal 
when youre planning ahead, and also makes it easier to spot when 
important deadlines are likely to slip. 

It'S Important to keep an eye on the money, too, so the Konstruktor 
pricing features are especially useful. You can keep an eye on operating 
profit, billable and non-billable expenses, as well as recording the time 
spent on every project. Other features include a Project Tasks screen, where 
you can schedule meetings, calls and so on. When a project is completed, 
you can finish off by using Konstruktor to produce your invoices. 

If you need any help using the program, or want more details on what 
it does, browse the online documentation at www.application.dk/_help. 
Open the demonstration project, and explore the various screens to 
see just how Konstruktor Pro Freelancer 3 could help your business. PCP 


Upgrade to 
Konstruktor Pro 3.1 


So what new features have the authors added? 


The latest version of Konstruktor Pro includes support for synchronising 
project deadlines and tasks with any iCal-compatible client. There's a new 
Statistics model to view charts of company earnings, and a host of other 
tweaks and speed-ups. All this can be yours for £21 (£5 off the regular 
price), or get the multi-user Workgroup version for £78 (£16 discount). 
Order at order.kagi.com/?6CXJB1. 


www.application.dk 





FULL PROGRAM AS SOLD FOR £11 


AceMoney 2.12.2 





Reports - AceMoney 
File Edit Yiew Accounts Tools Help 


ACEMONEY 2.12.2 
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Back Forward Home Accounts Banks 


| Transactions by criteria i BB Bills (-880.00) 


ae Caa HB Household [-150.00) 


BB Food (-70.00) 


Spending by Payees BB Gits (-25.00) 
| BB Automobile (-16.45) 
Budget Report | 


Total: -1141.45 


Select dates range 


—_—_————————————————————— 


Select categories... 
Select payees.. 


OT able repor! 








Keep finding yourself in the red? Take control of your spending 
with this easy-to-use personal financial management tool 








Windows 98 or later, 
2MB disk space 





0 10 5 INTERMEDIATE 
tam Accountancy skills 


definitely not required 





SERIAL CODE 


a Not required 


INFORMATION 


SUPPLIER MechCAD Software 
INFO www.mechcad.net 


! None 








s your financial life a little 
complicated? Have you 
taken out a loan to pay 
off the credit cards you maxed out 
because of your big mortgage 
payments? AceMoney could help 
you to get back on track. 

It'S not going to earn you any cash, 
but what AceMoney can do is track 
what you're spending right now, and 
that can provide a very useful reality 
check. Once AceMoney reveals how 
much you spend each month on 
paying bills, going out, running a car 
and so on, it'll be much easier to see 


where you can (and need to) cut back. 


This may not sound much fun, but 
its not as much hassle as you might 
think. Once you've created an account, 
you can set up details of all regular 
deposits you receive (such as a pay 
cheque), along with any withdrawals 
(monthly direct debits and standing 
orders). If these transfers are for the 
Same amount each month, AceMoney 


can process them automatically. 
Even if they change, it only takes a 
few seconds to enter the details. 

Still too much trouble? AceMoney 
also imports data from QIF OFX or QFX 
files, as used by Quicken and Microsoft 
Money. If you can get online access 
to your bank account, then it may be 
possible to download your recent 
statements in this format (meaning 
less tedious data entry for you). 

Work on this for a month or two, 
and you'll build up a useful set of 
records. Then it's time to analyse them 
and discover more about your financial 
habits. How much are you spending in 
a particular area? Have you gone over 
your budget? There are tables and pie 
charts ready with the details. 

Best of all (and unlike the 
heavyweight competition), AceMoney 
is small, fast and easy to use. If youre 
looking to get a handle on your 
financial affairs, then this is a very 
good place to start. PCP 


Opening your account with AceMoney 








The default AceMoney settings are American, 
so you'll want to change these immediately 





AceMoney records your income and spending 
against different accounts (current account, 








+ al 


Payees Categories Schedule Reports WebPage 


UPGRADE 


NOW 


Upgrade to 
AceMoney 3.3.8 


So, what's new in the 
world of personal 
financial management? 


The latest version of AceMoney 
includes some major new features. A 
new investment screen handles share 
transactions and helps monitor your 
investments, while support for online 
businesses means the program can 
parse email orders from PayPal, 
RegNow, RegSoft, SWReg and Plimus. 
There are a host of extra report, 
category and currency options, yet 
AceMoney still only costs $20 from 
www.mechcad.net. 


www.mechcad.net 





Click PayeesiNew Payee, and add details of the 
companies who pay you money (or take it). This 


(Unless you're American, of course!). To do this, 

click ToolslOptions, then select the date format 

and default currency to suit your locality. You can 
password-protect the program too, which is handy if 
you don’t want anyone else gaining access to your 
financial information. 


credit card, savings, loans and so on). To set these 
for yourself, click AccountsINew Account. Give your 
account a name, type and starting balance, and pick 
your bank from the list. If it’s not there, Select 
BanksiNew Bank, and add it to the list. 


could be the place you work, your ISP, electricity and 
phone company, and so on. Now select SchedulelAdd 
Bill, and add the details of your pay cheque, utility 
bills and so on. When you're finished, choose the 
Calendar view to see when bills are due. 
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Plus 








Your-expert suide to.the most essential sites 


hese days it’s all too easy 

to claim computer expert 

status; just about anyone 
armed with a blank Google search 
box and a little time can come up 
with an answer to almost any 
question. Unfortunately, the answer 
they come up with may not be 
correct, and this is where the 
problems start. So how can you be 
sure that you're getting accurate 
information from the Internet? The 
answer is obvious: you have to be 
selective, and use expert sources. 
This means leaving the Google box 
behind; it's a good starting point 
for research, but if you want proper 
expertise on tap then you need 
to look elsewhere. 


Microsoft 
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Search the Knowirige Mas 


Aeneid Search and Hels 


Microsoft 
Knowledge Base 


What is the one thing that causes more 
grief to the computer using population 
than anything else? Yep, Windows itself 
(feel free to skip this if you're a follower 
of the penguin). How ironic, then, that 
Microsoft should provide the most 
informative expert online Windows 
resource, in the shape of the Microsoft 
Knowledge Base. This huge archive 

of answers is provided courtesy of 
Microsoft technical support, and is 
surprisingly good at providing the 

help you need as an end user. If 

youre stuck on a Microsoft-related 
programming problem, then head off 
to the Microsoft Developer Network 
(msdn.microsoft.com) and, in 
particular, the community newsgroups 
there, which offer a searchable archive 
of priceless insider solutions. 
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Driver Search Wizard 
Choose your product's device type : 





The Driver Guide 


Device drivers are often the cause of 
hardware problems, yet updating them 
is something most of us rarely do. The 
expert route is simple enough — just 
try the Driver Guide. A database of 
more than 100,000 drivers, fully indexed 
and categorised, plus links to the 
manufacturer web sites and numerous 
discussion boards where you can 
request driver information. The cream 
of this particular crop has to be the 
driver search wizard, which makes 
finding the latest drivers you need a 
simple three-step process. Driver Guide 
is free, although you do have to wade 
through numerous offers of mailing 
lists and partner promotions when 
signing up. If you dont mind the paid- 
for approach, then the daddy of driver 
resources can be found at WinDrivers 
(www.windrivers.com) for £15 per 
year or a daily pass at around £2.50. 
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Answers That Work 


There are two things that bug even 
the most advanced of computer users: 
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ism A 


missing .dll files and rogue processes 
which run in the background, for 

no apparent reason other than to 
consume resources and jeopardise the 
stability of your system. Answers That 
Work comes to the rescue with an A-Z 
of task list programs that advises on 
what these processes are, what they 
do, and whether of not its safe to 
remove them. The missing .dll problem, 
which is usually caused by a poorly 
coded undelete routine, is sorted by 
the aptly-named DLL Files (www. 
dil-files.com) where you can locate 
and download the missing file quickly 
from their archive. 





arsiel er sein nn ot 


Mac Are bakes on Biha 
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Ars Technica 


If you really want to become an expert, 
then you're going to have to hang 
around in the same places as the 
experts, but there are far too many 
technically-minded web sites around 
to mention them all here. My cap 

is doffed towards loms Hardware 
(www.tomshardware.com) and 
AnandTech (www.anandtech.com) 

of course, but the hottest tech hangout 
of them all has to be Ars Technica 

(the Art of Technology). Here everyone 
really is an expert, power users all, and 
they share absolutely everything they 
know, which means buyers guides, 
hot news, technical tips, CPU theory, 
in-depth ‘black papers’ and product 
reviews for good measure. Windows, 
Linux, Mac — it doesnt matter; as 

long as you love benchmarks, kernel 
compiling and high-end computing 
with the sleeves rolled up, then you'll 
fit in here just fine. PCP 


Reader 
appeal 


If you know of an essential 
web site, or are involved in a 
worthy contender for the title, 
then please let me know at 
waveysweb @futurenet.co.uk 


